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ABSTRACT
Contemporary trinitarian theologies tend to hold that the doctrine of the Trinity,
especially the immanent Trinity, became impractical, speculative, and abstruse over the
years in the history of Christian theology. In response, the recent theologies of the Trinity
explore various practical implications of the doctrine of the Trinity with emphasis on
God’s economic work of redemption in history. However, the Reformed idea of the
covenant of redemption helps us to reconsider whether the doctrine of the Trinity, even of
the immanent Trinity, has been really so impractical.
In this study, I argue that the Reformed idea of the covenant of redemption in the
theology of Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) sheds a new light on the practical
significance of the doctrine of the Trinity because the inner-trinitarian eternal pact
between the Father and the Son has practical relevance for salvation in the Christian life.
The doctrine of the covenant of redemption is the nexus between the immanent Trinity
and the economic Trinity. If God’s eternal plan of redemption is eternal and is therefore
located already in the immanent Trinity, it is no longer valid to criticize the immanent
Trinity as abstruse and impractical because salvation of the elect hinges on the eternal
pact made within the immanent Trinity.
In chapter 1, I identify the criticism of the immanent Trinity as one of the major
features of today’s discussion. In chapter 2, I examine doctrinal and exegetical
developments of the doctrine of the covenant of redemption by major Reformed thinkers
who possibly influenced Edwards. In chapter 3, I constructively describe and examine
Edwards’s trinitarian theology of the covenant of redemption. It presents a counter
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example to contemporary discussion that stresses the impractical nature of the immanent
Trinity.
Chapters 4 though 7 examine major manifestations of the practical implication of
the covenant of redemption in various aspects of Edwards’s theology: creation,
justification and sanctification, church and national covenants, and history and eschaton.
Finally, chapter 8 revisits the trend of the contemporary trinitarian theologies and
reiterates the contribution that the retrieval of the doctrine of the covenant of redemption
can possibly make to the trinitarian theologies today.
This study also emphasizes the methodological importance of paying attention to
the historical context of the research object even if one conducts a study in systematic
theology.

ix

CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: CRITICISM OF THE IMMANENT TRINITY IN
CONTEMPORARY THEOLOGY
Present Status of the Problem
Karl Rahner once remarked: “We must be willing to admit that, should the
doctrine of the Trinity have to be dropped as false, the major part of religious literature
could well remain virtually unchanged.”1 Rahner lamented by this statement that despite
preceding studies of the history of trinitarian theology, “Christians are, in their practical
life, almost mere ‘monotheists.’”2
To be sure, the latter half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the
twenty-first century have seen a remarkable resurgence of the doctrine of the Trinity.
Already in 1946, H. Richard Niebuhr predicted that the doctrine of the Trinity would be
of central theological interest in the coming years. After identifying major developments
of contemporary theology: efforts to recover and renew theological heritage,
reconsideration of human nature and destiny in light of cultural crises of the day, and
ecumenical endeavors, Niebuhr remarked: “One Christian doctrine which has importance
in all three respects and which may therefore be moved nearer the center of interest in
coming years of theological discussion is the doctrine of the Trinity.”3

1

Karl Rahner, The Trinity (Herder & Herder, 1970; reprint, London: Continuum, 2001), 10-11.

2

Rahner, The Trinity, 10.

3

H. Richard Niebuhr, “The Doctrine of the Trinity and the Unity of the Church,” Theology Today
3, no. 3 (1946): 371.

1

2

As he predicted, varieties of studies on the doctrine of the Trinity ensued.4 In this
so called “Trinitarian Renaissance,”5 one of the major characteristics of contemporary
trinitarian theology is, as if in response to the Rahner’s challenge, the exploration of
practical implications of the doctrine of the Trinity. 6 For example, A. H. Mathias
Zahniser sees trinitarian thinking as “a foundation for mission.” Looking at the Trinity as
“a model of how God carries out his mission in the world” helps believers to participate
in God’s mission effectively.7 Michael Jinkins finds the triune God as the “theological

4

To name just a few, Rahner, Trinity; John Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in
Personhood and the Church, with a foreword by John Meyendorff (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's
Seminary Press, 1985); Zizioulas, Communion and Otherness: Further Studies in Personhood and the
Church, ed. Paul McPartland (New York: T&T Clark, 2006); Robert W. Jenson, The Triune Identity: God
According to the Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982); Leonardo Boff, Trinity and Society, trans.
Paul Burns (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1988); Sarah Coakley, “Why Three? Some Further Reflections on the
Origins of the Doctrine of the Trinity,” in The Making and Remaking of Christian Doctrine: Essays in
Honour of Maurice Wiles, eds. Sarah Coakley and David A. Pailin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993);
Thomas F. Torrance, The Christian Doctrine of God: One Being Three Persons (Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1996); Sarah Coakley, ed., Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2003);
Jason E. Vickers, Invocation and Assent: The Making and Remaking of Trinitarian Theology (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008); Stanley J. Grenz, The Named God and the Question of Being: A Trinitarian
Theo-Ontology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005); Grenz, Rediscovering the Triune God:
The Trinity in Contemporary Theology (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2004); Bruce McCormack, ed.,
Engaging the Doctrine of God: Contemporary Protestant Perspectives (Grand Rapids: Baker and
Edinburgh: Rutherford House, 2008); Paul Louis Metzger, ed., Trinitarian Soundings in Systematic
Theology (London: T&T Clark, 2005); Andrew Stirling, ed., The Trinity: An Essential for Faith in Our
Time, with a foreword by Wolfhart Pannenberg (Nappanee, Indiana: Evangel Publishing House, 2002);
Miroslav Volf and Michael Welker, eds., God’s Life in Trinity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006).
5

Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, “The Trajectories of the Contemporary ‘Trinitarian Renaissance’ in
Different Contexts,” Journal of Reformed Theology 3 (2009): 7. This article provides a succinct overview
of this theological climate. See also Fred Sanders, “The State of the Doctrine of the Trinity in Evangelical
Theology,” Southwestern Journal of Theology 47, no. 2(2005): 153-175.
6

David S. Cunningham, These Three Are One: The Practice of Trinitarian Theology (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1998); Kärkkäinen, “Trajectories of the Contemporary ‘Trinitarian Renaissance’ in Different
Contexts,” 14-16; Catherine Mowry LaCugna, “The Practical Trinity,” Christian Century 109, no. 22
(1992): 678-682; Grenz, Rediscovering the Triune God, 223; R. Albert Mohler, Jr., D. A. Carson, Carl
Trueman, Vern Sheridan Poythress, and Greg Strand, “The SBJT Forum: The Relevance of the Trinity,”
The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology 10, no. 1 (2006): 86-101.
7

H. Mathias Zahniser, “The Trinity: Paradigm for Mission in the Spirit,” Missiology: An
International Review 17, no. 1 (1989): 70.

3

ground of the church’s unity.”8 The triune God as unity in diversity provides the
foundation for ecclesiology. Daniel L. Migliore explores political and economic
implications of the doctrine of the Trinity.
The doctrine of the Trinity has the potential of playing a liberating role in the political
and economic struggles of our time by exposing the idolatry of monarchical power and
the control and consumption of the world's resources by a few at the expense of the
many. Trinitarian faith in God tends in the direction of political and economic theory
and practice based on mutuality, participation, and the distribution of power and
wealth.9
In other words, the trinitarian faith patterns our social engagements. Miroslav Volf shares
a similar point of view when he says: “A soteriology based on the indwelling of the
Crucified by the Spirit (Galatians 2:19-20) grounds a social practice modeled on God's
passion for the salvation of the world.”10 Mary Ann Donovan sees the doctrine of the
Trinity as a guide for pastoral care, which she defines as follows: “It is to enable people
to relate to one another as the Three Divine Persons do, and it is to assist people to give
glory to God in public prayer and in their daily lives.”11
In this way, scholars plumb the implication of the Trinity for theology of
religions,12 ecclesiology,13 political theology,14 feminist theology,15 pastoral theology,16

8

Michael Jinkins, “Mutuality and Difference: Trinity, Creation and the Theological Ground of the
Church’s Unity,” Scottish Journal of Theology 56, no. 2 (2003): 149.
9

Daniel L. Migliore, “The Trinity and Human Liberty,” Theology Today 36, no. 4 (1980): 492-

493.
10

Miroslav Volf, “‘Trinity Is Our Social Program’: The Doctrine of the Trinity and the Shape of
Social Engagement,” Modern Theology 13, no. 3 (1998): 418.
11

Mary Ann Donovan, “The Trinity, Pastoral Theology, and Catherine LaCugna: The Trajectory,”
Horizons 27, no. 2 (2000): 356.
12

S. Mark Heim, The Depth of the Riches: A Trinitarian Theology of Religious Ends (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); Roger Haight, “Trinity and Religious Pluralism,” Journal of Ecumenical Studies
44, no. 4 (2009): 525-540; Jon Phelan, “Unity in Trinity: Some Reflections on the Doctrine of the Trinity in
Jewish-Christian Relations,” Dialogue & Alliance 17, no. 1 (2003): 37-50; Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki,

4

process theology,17 or missiology.18 Behind these diverse approaches to the doctrine of
the Trinity there often seems to be an assumption that the traditional doctrine of the
Trinity has been abstract and speculative, detached from God’s economic work of
redemption in history.

Divinity and Diversity: A Christian Affirmation of Religious Pluralism (Nashville: Abingdon, 2003); Gavin
D’Costa, The Meeting of Religions and the Trinity (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2000); Raimundo Panikkar, The
Trinity and the Religious Experience of Man: Icon-Person-Mystery (Mayknoll: Orbis/London: Darton,
Longman & Todd, 1973); Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, Trinity and Religious Pluralism: The Doctrine of the
Trinity in Christian Theology of Religions (Aldershot, Hampshire: Ashgate, 2004).
13

Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1998); Sally A. Brown, “Speaking Again of the Trinity,” Theology Today 64 (2007): 145-158;
Jinkins, “Mutuality and Difference,” 148-171.
14

Boff, Trinity and Society; Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of
Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nashville: Abingdon, 1966); Volf, “Trinity Is Our Social
Program,” 403-423; Nonna Verna Harrison, “Human Community as an Image of the Holy Trinity,” St.
Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 46, no. 4 (2002): 347-364; John R. Kevern, “The Trinity and Social
Justice,” Anglican Theological Review 79, no. 1 (1997): 45-54; Migliore, “Trinity and Human Liberty,”
488-497; Mark D. Chapman, “The Social Doctrine of the Trinity: Some Problems,” Anglican Theological
Review 83, no. 2 (2001): 239-254.
15

Elizabeth Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse (New
York: Crossroad, 1992); Anne Carr, The Transforming Grace: Christian Tradition and Women’s
Experience (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1998); Rebecca Oxford-Carpenter, “Gender and the Trinity,”
Theology Today 41, no. 1 (1984): 7-25; Sarah Coakley, “Living into the Mystery of the Holy Trinity:
Trinity, Prayer, and Sexuality,” Anglican Theological Review 80, no. 2 (1998): 223-332; Michael F. Bird
and Robert Shillaker, “Subordination in the Trinity and Gender Roles: A Response to Recent Discussion,”
Trinity Journal 29, no. 2 (2008): 267-283; Alvin F. Kimel Jr., ed., This Is My Name Forever: The Trinity
and Gender Language for God (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001).
16

Paul Fiddes, Participating in God: A Pastoral Doctrine of the Trinity (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 2000); Neil Francis Pembroke, “Trinity, Polyphony and Pastoral Relationships,” The Journal of
Pastoral Care & Counseling 58, no. 4 (2004): 351-361; Warren McWilliams, “Only the Triune God Can
Help: The Relation of the Trinity to Theodicy,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 33, no. 3 (2006): 345-359.
17

Joseph Bracken, The Triune Symbol: Persons, Process, and Community (Lanham: University
Press of America, 1985); Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, “God, Trinity, Process,” Dialog 40, no. 3 (2001): 169174.
18

Lesslie Newbigin, The Open Secret, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995); Zahniser,
“Trinity: Paradigm for Mission in the Spirit,” 69-82; Jannie Awart, Scott Hagley, John Ogren, and Mark
Love, “Toward a Missional Theology of Participation: Ecumenical Reflections on Contributions to Trinity,
Mission, and Church,” Missiology: An International Review 37, no. 1 (2009): 75-87.

5

Traditional theology makes a distinction between the immanent Trinity and the
economic Trinity. The immanent Trinity refers to God in himself, God’s being, or the
inner-relatedness of God, separate and independent from the existence of the world. The
economic Trinity refers to God’s relation to the world, God’s work in history and the
world, or God’s being in relation to the world. Much of the recent discussions on the
doctrine of the Trinity appears to assume that emphasizing the immanent Trinity results
in a speculative formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity. Hence, the doctrine of the
Trinity, many contemporary trinitarian theologians believe, became impractical, losing
relevance for daily Christian life. They therefore attempt to reclaim the importance of the
economic Trinity and reconsider the doctrine of the Trinity from God’s concrete work of
redemption in Christ through the Holy Spirit. Through this process, they make efforts to
recover a doctrine of the Trinity that is relevant to Christian life and practice.
For instance, Migliore stresses the economic Trinity as the starting point of
theological appraisal.
The doctrine of the Trinity, we have contended, must be approached not
speculatively but evangelically. If we are to avoid arbitrary speculation, we must
inquire first not about the immanent Trinity or the inner life of God but about the
economic Trinity or God manifested to us in the work of salvation.19
By this, Migliore indicates that the immanent Trinity, if severed from God’s economic
work of salvation in the world, becomes increasingly abstract and arbitrary. In a similar
vein, Thomas F. Torrance emphasizes the Incarnation as God’s real self-communication

19

Migliore, “Trinity and Human Liberty,” 495.

6

by saying that “detached from God’s economic condescension and self-revelation in
history, a doctrine of the Trinity is nothing but a speculative projection”20
These modern trinitarian theologians therefore attempt to connect the doctrine of
the Trinity with history, experience, practical life, or the economic trinitarian work of
salvation. For example, Jürgen Moltmann sees the economic work of the triune God in
this world as the history of God and articulates the doctrine of the Trinity inherently
interwoven with the world.
Because the “doctrine” of God originates in the experienced and proclaimed or
recounted “history” of God, its duty is to lead into this history, while its danger is
that this history may become lost in the abstract concept of God. If the trinitarian
history of salvation is the point of departure for the doctrine of the Trinity, then
the doctrine of the Trinity must be related to this history in such a way as to be
verified by and to lead into this history. The concepts employed in the doctrine
must be derived from, and remain applicable to, the trinitarian history of the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. This means, first of all, that the doctrine of
the Trinity must begin with the three distinct subjects of this history.21
Henry P. Van Dusen claims that the doctrine of the Trinity stems from Christian
experience.
We tend to think of the doctrine of the Trinity as not only the most obscure and
mystifying but also perhaps the most abstruse and speculative of all Christian
beliefs. It is important to recognize that the Trinity is, in the first instance, not a
dogma of theology at all but a datum of experience.22
John Farrelly also notes the inseparable relation between the Trinity and salvation as
follows: “One cannot understand Jesus’ mediation of the kingdom or salvation without
20

Thomas F. Torrance, “Toward an Ecumenical Consensus on the Trinity,” Theologische
Zeitschrift 31, no. 6 (1975): 339.
21

Jürgen Moltmann, “The Unity of the Triune God: Remarks on the Comprehensibility of the
Doctrine of the Trinity and its Foundation in the History of Salvation,” St. Vladimir’s Theological
Quarterly 28, no. 3 (1984): 165.
22

Henry P. Van Dusen, “The Trinity in Experience and Theology,” Theology Today 15, no. 3
(1958): 377.
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understanding his relationship with the Father and the Spirit. In this sense the mystery of
Trinity is a salvific mystery.”23 Similarly, Wm. David Kirkpatrick argues:
The critical nature of this revelation [revelation of God in the person of Jesus
Christ through the presence and work of the Holy Spirit] for Christian theology is
that God is not imprisoned in his eternity. While God ‘cannot be moved from
outside by an extraneous power,’ he is ‘capable of moving Himself’ so that in the
freedom of his self-disclosure there is an expression of the divine economy. In
other words, as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit God has turned toward his creation,
relationally providing a means for humanity’s redemption. Trinitarian theology,
therefore, is not some general assessment of ecclesiology that can be tacked on as
an appendix after the constructive work of theology has been completed, nor is a
mathematical conundrum to confuse the faithful. Rather, in its most profound and
concrete way the church’s Trinitarian faith is an affirmation that Jesus Christ is
Lord; a confession made possible because of the active presence of the Spirit
poured out upon the church.24
The doctrine of the Trinity is inherently related to the Christian experience of salvation in
Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit in this world. Thus by its nature, the doctrine of the
Trinity has practical relevance for salvation in the Christian life. The doctrine of the
Trinity is interwoven even with mundane daily life.
Certainly, it is possible to contest the claim that the Trinity has to be practical first
of all. Why does the holy Trinity have to be practical? Is this perhaps another form of
self-gratifying consumerism that tries to force even divine things to serve human interests?
Yet one can also ask this question the other way around. What if the divine Trinity has
nothing to do with daily life? What if the doctrine of the Trinity is totally irrelevant to the
Christian life and practice? Would that not indicate that the very being and life of God is
detached and severed from human beings and life? Would it not imply that God does not
23

John Farrelly, “Trinity as Salvific Mystery and Historical Consciousness,” in Culture,
Evangelization, and Dialogue, Antonio Gallo, Robert Magliola, and George F. McLean, eds. (Washington,
D.C.: Council for Research in Values and Philosophy, 2003), 103.
24

Wm. David Kirkpatrick, “The Trinity and Christian Spirituality,” Southern Journal of Theology
45, no. 2 (2003): 62.

8

care about humanity? Miroslav Volf rightfully argues that if a human being is created in
the image of God, it is natural to infer that a human society is called to reflect a certain
image of the divine personal communion.25 Because there exists an inalienable
relationship between the Creator and creation, human beings as God’s image-bearers are
called to reflect peace, harmony, diversity and unity of the trinitarian communion,
however fragmentary and anticipatory it may be. Hence it is worthwhile and even
necessary to explore various implications of the doctrine of the Trinity for practical
Christian life. Exploration of practical implications of the Trinity in current discussions
of trinitarian theologies is, therefore, helpful for Christians to recognize their own identity
and to respond to their call and vocation in this world.
Statement of the Problem
However, an issue lies in a concomitant discussion often made with regard to the
reason why some scholars believe that the doctrine of the Trinity has been detached from
Christian life and practice. As noted before, scholars in this context tend to criticize
particularly the immanent Trinity as irrelevant for Christian life and salvation. For
instance, Catherine Mowry LaCugna concedes:
As focus rested more and more on the ‘inner life’ of God – on the self-relatedness
of Father, Son, and Spirit to each other – instead of on God’s relation to us,
eventually the doctrine of the Trinity could speak only of a Trinity locked up in
itself, related to itself, contemplating itself perfectly and eternally, but essentially
unrelated to us. It is no wonder that so many would find the theoretical
explanations for this state of affairs uninteresting and irrelevant.26

25

26

Volf, “The Trinity Is Our Social Program,” 403-405.

LaCugna, “Practical Trinity,” 681. See also, Catherine Mowry LaCugna, God For Us: The
Trinity and Christian Life (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991), 22-44; LaCugna, “Philosophers and
Theologians on the Trinity,” Modern Theology 2, no. 3 (1986): 169-181; Rahner, Trinity, 14-21.
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Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen concurs with this observation as follows:
One reason for the marginalization of the Trinity had to do with the theological
method that began to change over the course of time. Unlike earlier theology,
which discerned Trinity in the salvation history as unfolding in the biblical
testimonies, later theology became more interested in the ‘inner’ life of God
instead of the ‘economy’ of salvation, making Trinity an abstract speculation
rather than reading it from the works
of God.27
Hence contemporary trinitarian theology tends to denounce the relevance of the
immanent Trinity for salvation and Christian life.
For example, Maurice F. Wiles argues that “the immanent-economic Trinity
distinction is a product of both Greek thought and post-exilic Jewish thought, and that the
doctrine of the Trinity is ‘an arbitrary analysis of the activity of God, which, though of
value in Christian thought and devotion, is not of essential significance.”28 Likewise Cyril
C. Richardson states that the doctrine of the Trinity is “an artificial construct.”
Traditional discourse on the immanent Trinity is full of “dark and mysterious statements,
which are ultimately meaningless.”29 Gordon D. Kaufman thinks that human knowledge
of God should be restricted to God’s economic relation to the world and any attempt to
speak about the intra-trinitiarian relations should be abandoned.30
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However, the logic of the immanent Trinity is not necessarily an abstract,
speculative discussion of threeness and oneness of divine persons and substance. What if
God’s plan of redemption is already located within the immanent Trinity? Indeed, what if
the very foundation of God’s economy of redemption is situated within the immanent
Trinity? The Reformed teaching on the covenant of redemption provides an important
clue to explore the connection between the immanent Trinity and God’s redemptive work
in history.
The eighteenth-century New England divine Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758)
inherited the idea of the covenant of redemption from the Reformed tradition. He
developed this doctrine in a way that the idea of the covenant of redemption plays a role
of nexus between the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity. By nexus I mean a
connecting point between the immanent and the economic Trinity. The covenant of
redemption stems from the immanent Trinity and at the same time founds and shapes
God’s economic work in relation to the world. For Edwards, the interrelatedness of
divine persons in the immanent Trinity is an archetype to be replicated in God’s work of
redemption in the world. In this sense, the covenant of redemption in Edwards’s theology
indicates that reclaiming the Reformed idea of covenant for trinitarian theology today
helps to shed a new light on the doctrine of the Trinity and its practical relevance of
salvation for Christian life.
Thesis Statement
Although many contemporary trinitarian theologies discuss various practical
implications of the doctrine of the Trinity, practical implications of the covenant of
redemption have not been explored fully in the trinitarian theology today. I will argue
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that Jonathan Edwards’s theology of the covenant of redemption shows the practical
nature of the immanent Trinity. The Reformed idea of the covenant of redemption in the
theology of Jonathan Edwards sheds a new light on the practical significance of the
doctrine of the Trinity because the inner-trinitarian eternal pact between the Father and
the Son has practical relevance for salvation in the Christian life.
Present Status of Edwards Study
Although some recent studies on Jonathan Edwards indicate that the distinction
between the immanent and the economic Trinity does not necessarily lead to the
irrelevance of the doctrine of the Trinity for Christian practical life, they have their own
interpretive issues. Sang Hyun Lee argues that Edwards’s relational ontology interprets
God as the eternal perfection and yet disposed to communicate himself to the world as
reiteration and repetition of his perfect being.31 In other words, Lee claims that Edwards
developed God’s relational ontology as highly relevant to the world and practical life
without losing the distinction between God’s inner life and God’s relation to the world.
However, his interpretation of Edwards’s dispositional ontology has been challenged
recently and calls for a careful examination.32
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Amy Plantinga Pauw argues that Edwards falters between the Western
psychological model and the Eastern social model of the Trinity, and that especially on
divine simplicity Edwards ventured its redefinition, departing from classical theism.33 Yet
her thesis has recently been challenged by scholars such as Steven M. Studebaker and
Robert Caldwell. They argue that, rather than the undecided mixture of the Eastern and
Western traditions, Edwards consistently uses what they call the “Augustinian mutual
love model” in which the Holy Spirit functions as the bond of union between the Father
and the Son.34 One thing common to both positions, though, is that Edwards developed a
consistent relationship between the immanent and the economic Trinity without losing
the basic distinction between the two.
Relating to Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity, Edwards’s idea of the covenant of
redemption plays a key role as the nexus between the immanent and the economic Trinity.
Despite the renaissance of Edwards’s scholarship, attention specifically to his doctrine of
covenant is quite limited. Perry Miller thinks that divine sovereignty and the covenant
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idea are incompatible with each other. He contends that Edwards rejected the idea of
covenant and returned to the unmitigated determinism of Calvinism.35
Conrad Cherry and Carl W. Bogue oppose this claim. Edwards is, Cherry argues,
one of the faithful followers of this Puritan legacy of covenant theology.36 In a similar
context, Bogue argues that “Calvinism and the covenant of grace are clearly consistent
and do not exclude one another.”37 Bogue’s articulation of the covenant of grace and its
inherent connection with the covenant of redemption as “a divine affair within the eternal
counsel of the triune God”38 indicates that God’s economic work of salvation as the
covenant of grace can be construed as the ectypal unpacking of the eternal, archetypal
consent between the Father and the Son as the covenant of redemption.39
The covenant of redemption and its relevance for practical Christian life receives
little attention in contemporary theology. Subjects overlap and neat categorization is not
easy; however, contemporary scholarly treatments of the theology of covenant can be
35

Perry Miller, Jonathan Edwards, with an introduction by Donald Weber (Amherst, MA: The
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classified into four major categories: biblical theology, historical theology, practical
theology, and systematic theology. First, many scholars in biblical theology examine the
biblical idea of covenant itself40 or the relationship between the old covenant or
covenants of the Old Testament and the new covenant of the New Testament.41 The
relationship between the old and new covenants has relevance for ecumenical dialogue
between Judaism and Christianity.42
Second, several historical theologians have captured the historical manifestation
of the idea of covenant in theological movements. John R. von Rohr identifies both the
conditional and unconditional character of the covenant in the English Puritan thought in
the early seventeenth century.43 Lyle D. Bierma finds an incipient idea of covenant of
redemption in the writings of Casper Olevianus.44 Theodore Dwight Bozeman identifies
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in Elizabethan Presbyterians a notion of national covenant in which believers see the
entire community in a covenantal relationship with God in the history of redemption.45
Michael McGiffert plumbs the emergence of the covenant of works in the thought of
Elizabethan Puritanism “as a means of preserving the perfect gratuity of God's salvific
action.”46 William B. Evans sees that contemporary discussions among the Revisionists,
the Represtinationists, and the biblical theology trajectory repeat in parallel the basic
contours of American Reformed debates in the nineteenth century.47 Richard Forrer
claims that the idea of covenant played a symbolic role in Puritan thought to make the
ethical life and the religious life congruent to each other.48
Third, several scholars have explored the idea of covenant and its significance for
pastoral practice. Suzanne Murphy Coyle points out that pastoral home visits may
provide a context for a covenanting process to believers.49 Walter Brueggemann sees the
covenant as a helpful biblical metaphor for pastoral care.50 Eric Mount, Jr. points out that
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the idea of covenant lays out a foundation for intermediate social entities between
individuals and states such as family and voluntary associations.51
Fourth, in contemporary systematic theology, several scholars often refer to
covenant in conjunction with the debate between dispensationalism and covenant
theology. While dispensationalism emphasizes a sequence of eschatological events and
the restoration of Israel as a nation, covenantalism stresses the inclusion of gentiles into
God’s people and symbolic interpretation of the restoration of Israel. Walter C. Kaiser Jr.
suggests that while covenantalism and dispensationalism provide different ways of
reading the Scripture, a rapprochement between the two positions is possible by
accommodating both positions.52 This survey of the current scholarship on theology of
covenant shows that the connection between the idea of covenant and practical Christian
life is not necessarily traced back to the eternal pact between the Father and the Son.
Contemporary theology tends to discuss the idea of covenant in the context of God’s
economic work in history.
What is missing in this contemporary scholarship is the connection between the
covenant of redemption, practical Christian life, and the doctrine of the Trinity. Some
scholars have paid attention to the connections of two of these three areas. As was
reviewed above, some scholars have begun to pay attention to the doctrine of the Trinity
and practical Christian life. Others investigate the connection between the idea of
covenant and daily Christian life. A limited number of historical theological treatments
51
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on the seventeenth-century Reformed orthodoxy plumb the connection between the
doctrine of the Trinity and the covenant of redemption. However, mutual relations
between the doctrine of the Trinity, the covenant of redemption, and the practical life of
Christian believers are not examined as a whole within an integrated scope.
Significance of the Study
The legacy of Puritan covenant theology Edwards inherited sheds some light on
the connection between this American theologian and a seventeenth-century continental
Reformed tradition. Neither Plantinga Pauw nor Bogue fully examine Edwards’s
covenant of redemption in a broader context of the Reformed tradition. This study
attempts to identify Edwards as a successor of the Reformed idea of covenant of
redemption and aims to show that reclaiming the idea of the covenant of redemption for
contemporary trinitarian theology helps to shed a new light on the practical relevance of
the Trinity for salvation and Christian life.
While contemporary trinitarian theologies tend to emphasize God’s economic
work of redemption in history, they do so in a way that underrates and caricatures the
immanent Trinity. This study defends the immanent Trinity and the importance of
maintaining the unity and distinction between the immanent and the economic Trinity. If
God’s plan of redemption is already located in the eternal pact between the Father and the
Son, thus within the immanent Trinity, it is no longer warranted to argue that the
immanent Trinity is impractical and abstruse. Besides, if one plumbs into the historical
context of the covenant of redemption in the Reformed tradition, a remarkable prevalence
and continuity among the Puritan divines emerges. In fact, the doctrine of the Trinity had,
in this sense, such highly practical implications among Puritans that one is prompted to
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wonder to what extent the charge to the immanent Trinity of its impracticality actually is
accurate.
The charge from contemporary trinitarian theologies against the impracticality of
the immanent Trinity needs to be reexamined in light of the Puritan covenant theology
and the historical context of its development. A study in Jonathan Edwards’s covenant of
redemption in his trinitarian theology provides a viable point of departure for this
endeavor. A substantive examination of Edwards in his relation to a broader context of
the Reformed tradition, theology of covenant as the nexus between the immanent and the
economic Trinity, its practical relevance for salvation, and its implication for
contemporary systematic theology has been missing in scholarship and constitutes the
rationale for this study.
Proposed Method
In this study, when I say that the doctrine of the covenant of redemption is
“practical,” I simply mean that the eternal pact within the immanent Trinity has relevance
to and influence on the daily life of the elect. The immanent Trinity is practical in the
sense that salvation of the elect is already envisioned as the divine plan within the eternal
communion of trinitarian persons. The eternal pact affects human life in time through a
covenantal framework in a way that how we live our life daily matters. God’s plan of
redemption conceived in eternity echoes down into time. The covenant of redemption
connects time and eternity. The covenant of redemption is the nexus of the immanent and
economic Trinity. Far from being abstract and speculative, the doctrine of the Trinity is
practical because salvation of the church elect is impossible without the Trinity. The goal
of this study is to demonstrate this practical significance of the covenant of redemption
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for the doctrine of the Trinity in contemporary systematic theology. In order to
demonstrate this thesis, I adopt a case-study method. As we have surveyed, contemporary
trinitarian theology explores diverse practical implications of the doctrine of the Trinity.
This study does not intend to argue the validity of each approach by engaging the details
of the discussion. Rather, I hope to propose another possible practical implication found
in the covenant of redemption in the immanent Trinity.
As a case of this practical implication of the immanent Trinity, I will expound the
covenant of redemption in the trinitarian theology of Jonathan Edwards. In conducting
this study, I am particularly mindful of Edwards’s historical context and the continuity of
his covenant theology within the broader Reformed tradition. Though this is a study in
systematic theology, it pays attention to the historical context of the covenant theology in
eighteenth-century New England. Sometimes past Edwards studies that were not
sensitive enough to his historical contexts produced some defects or at least interpretive
issues. A few examples are in order to show the case.
First, as mentioned earlier, Amy Plantinga Pauw sees in Edwards’s trinitarian
theology a resource for contemporary theology. She finds in Edwards’s doctrine of the
Trinity an ambivalent yet dexterous usage of a two-fold analogy: social model and
psychological model.
From these two streams of trinitarian reflection, he created an eclectic synthesis,
one that informed his theology generally and served as the cornerstone of his
intellectual constructions. The organizing centers of Edwards’s theology – God,
redemption, and the Christian life – were all deeply informed by his twofold
trinitarian vision.53
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In contrast, Steven M. Studebaker argues that “Edwards consistently utilized the mutual
love model of the Trinity, which is a quintessential Western Augustinian trinitarian
model.”54 Given that the dichotomy of the social and psychological models itself is a
modern invention by a French theologian Théodore De Régnon (1831-1893),55 applying
this category to Edwards’s writings on Trinity is anachronistic. Thus, “Edwards’ scholars
should discard the paradigm as a hermeneutical tool for interpreting his trinitarianism.”56
The debate between Studebaker and Plantinga Pauw illumined the importance of
interpreting Edwards first in his own historical and theological context.
Second, Carole Lynn Stewart in her study of American jeremiad shows another
case in which imposing a modern paradigm onto Edwards’s writings produces a
misleading interpretation. Borrowing a paradigm from the social political science of
Hannah Arendt, Lynn Stewart argues that Edwards’s attempt to require public confession
of faith in his church before admittance to the Lord’s Supper led to the creation of public
space and discourse, which in turn had a revolutionary impact in the New England
society, tearing down the social hierarchical structure of the day and paving a way to
social revolution for an egalitarian society that affirms plurality. She argues:
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Edwards’s attention to conversion should be read alongside Arendt’s locus of
renewal, aesthetic presencing, and plurality as an integrative arena for authentic
speech and mutual human action occasioned by the revolutionary experience.57
However, once the historical context of Edwards’s time is examined, it is clear that
Edwards attempted to introduce certain testimony of experiential faith in the church
amidst the wide acceptance of the Half-Way Covenant since the middle of the
seventeenth century in New England.58 The purpose was not to subvert hierarchy but to
defend the church membership of the converted. Lynn Stewart seems to impose her own
framework on Edwards and fails to interpret Edwards in his own historical context.
Edwards as an eighteenth century New England pastor does not emerge from her account.
Third, Anri Morimoto and Gerald R. McDermott argue that the application of
Edwards’s dispositional ontology to his soteriology facilitates ecumenical dialogues
between the Protestants and Catholic traditions. Edwards’s conception of infused grace as
a new disposition that waits to be activated by the Holy Spirit, Morimoto argues,
indicates that Edwards’s soteriology includes both the Protestant principle of gratia
increata and the Catholic substance of gratia creata.59 Furthermore, this dispositional
soteriology opens the way towards a possibility of salvation of other religious faiths.
Morimoto argues that the new disposition as abiding law indicates a potential for
salvation of non-Christian believers. The new disposition may not be actualized yet, but
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as an abiding law that awaits actualization, it is virtually pointed towards salvation.60
Morimoto concedes:
There is no hard division between Christians and non-Christians in terms of the
grounds on which they are saved. Those who do possess the disposition are all
saved on account of that disposition, regardless of their explicit or conscious
religious affiliation, or lack thereof. This is a paradigm of soteriology that is
radically inclusive and yet theologically responsible.61
McDermott has developed this point and argues that Edwards’s soteriology provides
resources for inter-faith dialogue.62
While these arguments attempt to illumine an unexpected resourcefulness of
Edwards’s theology for contemporary theological issues, it prompts one to wonder to
what extent they are consistent with what Edwards actually thought and wrote in his own
context. With regard to a possibility for using Edwards’s theology for the ProtestantCatholic dialogue, it needs to be reminded that Edwards was an anti-Catholic typical of
the Protestant of the age.63
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To be sure, Morimoto acknowledges that his comparative statements in his study
should be taken as a contemporary attempt of appropriating Edwards’s theology for today,
as part of his effort “to better understand Edwards’s soteriology on a broad scale.”64
Referring to previous studies that took Edwards’s affinity with the Roman Catholic
theology as problematic and tried to conceal or circumvent it,65 Morimoto points out:
“this defensive motivation has often placed undue pressure on the text to make it look
‘Protestant,’ resulting in misrepresentations of Edwards’s true concerns.”66 However, if
Edwards’s theology is abstracted out of his own historical context and represented as a
paragon for ecumenical and inter-faith dialogue beyond his own framework, does it not
mean placing another kind of undue pressure on the text?
I do not categorically deny this way of theological appropriation that goes beyond
a particular theological and historical context. Morimoto clearly sets the perspective of
his study at the beginning.
Learning from Edwards would be of little more than historical interest if Edwards
were a mere representative – even the best representative – of a particular school
of thought within a particular time and context. Naturally, his thought is
somewhat defined by the context and the agenda of his own day. Yet, like
Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, and John Calvin, Edwards offers us insights that are
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applicable beyond his own temporal, spatial, and confessional limitations. What
is truly representative of a particular type
always has a quality that transcends that particularity. With the present study I
aim to establish Edwards as a theologian whose vision of salvation is significant
not only to eighteenth-century Puritan America but to all people - whether
Protestant or Roman Catholic, Puritan or Eastern Orthodox, American or Japanese
who share the basic premise of the Scripture that God’s transformative power
brings forth a new creation.67

Certainly, part of the task of systematic theology is to appropriate theological legacies, by
using them as stepping stones to build on them, to critique, adjust, and modify them, and
to constructively present theology that addresses issues and challenges the Christian
church faces today.68 Yet in order to wrestle with this task, it is important first to
understand Edwards in his own historical context.
When one fails to grasp first Edwards’s own historical context, sometimes a study
in theology turns out to be anachronistic as a result of imposing the agenda of our day
and of inferring conclusions of which Edwards himself never would have thought. Hence,
for example, in his review of Robert Jenson’s systematic theological study,69 George M.
Marsden notes: “Jenson, in his enthusiasm to make Edwards relevant to 20th-century
America, wants to create a new Edwards. To put it briefly, he wants to make Edwards
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into Karl Barth.”70 Consequently, “we often cannot tell where Edwards ends and where
Barth or Jenson begins.”71 Even for a study in systematic theology, it is important to
consider Edwards first in his own historical context.
When this historical examination is properly made, then based on it, it becomes
possible to make a constructive theological contribution for today. When Marsden
worked on a biography of Edwards, a part of his intention was to “help bridge the gap
between the Edwards of the students of American culture and the Edwards of the
theologians.”72 Marsden continues:
Historians of American culture, thought, and literature are primarily concerned to
understand Edwards in relation to his time or perhaps to understand his influence
in relation to subsequent times. Theologians are concerned to appropriate aspects
of Edwards’ thought for their own times. As a biographer attempting to
understand Edwards first as an eighteenth-century figure, I have been working
most directly as a cultural historian. Yet I have been doing this always with an eye
on the theological question, taking his thought seriously as part of the larger
Christian tradition.73
Even when one conducts a study in theology, it is important to start first to understand
“Edwards’ own theological and spiritual concerns, including both his most profound
insights and his peculiarities.”74
By attempting first to understand these in terms of his own eighteenth-century
outlook, we can better see the assumptions and characteristic patterns of his
thought. Once we have identified such assumptions and patterns and see how they
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differ from our own, we are in a better position to respond to the particulars of his
thought.75
A part of my intention in this study is to attempt to conduct a study in systematic
theology with adequate sensitivity to Edwards’s own historical context. While Marsden
tried to bridge the gap between historians and theologians from a standpoint of a cultural
historian, in this study I intend to do the same from a theologian’s viewpoint.
The methodological question pursued in this study is whether it is possible to
present a constructive proposal as a study in systematic theology in a way that is
consistent with and faithful to Edwards’s own historical context and theological
framework. I am convinced that it is possible to be true to the limits and framework of
Edwards’s own theological and historical contexts and still to appropriate his theological
richness for systematic theology today. In fact, when examining a theology in its own
historical context is appropriately done, sometimes a systematic theological proposal for
today naturally emerges. This study shows the case in presenting Edwards’s covenant of
redemption in his trinitarian theology in continuity with his own Reformed theological
tradition. This will be an attempt to retrieve and recapture for today the strength and
richness of tradition handed down and developed throughout history.
Relating to this methodological approach, I have in mind the issue of Edwards’s
modernity which scholars have been debating for many years. Many scholars have
depicted Edwards as a remarkably modern figure in his theology and philosophy. For
example, Perry Miller described Edwards as “intellectually the most modern man of his
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age.”76 Edwards was “so much ahead of his time that our own can hardly be said to have
caught up with him.”77 Reacting to Miller, Peter Gay described Edwards as an
anachronistic figure who tried to resist the modern development of the Enlightenment by
hanging onto his outdated Calvinism. For Gay, Edwards was “Far from the first modern
American,” but rather “the last medieval American.”78 Years later, when Sang Hyun Lee
published his study The Philosophical Theology of Jonathan Edwards, he wrote: “My
contention in the present volume is that Edwards was actually more radically creative
than Miller himself might have realized.”79 The image of Edwards as a remarkably and
unpredictably modern figure has been even more strengthened as Robert Jenson depicted
Edwards as a precursor of Karl Barth in the twentieth century.80 Now, as mentioned,
some scholars conceive of Edwards as a pioneer in ecumenical and inter-faith dialogues.
In my assessment, in the wake of the renaissance of Edwards scholarship led by
Perry Miller in the latter half of the twentieth century, sometimes scholars
overemphasized the modernity of Edwards partly in order to rescue Edwards from an
image of an archaic and outdated “Calvinist”81 theologian in the hinterland. It seems that
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to save Edwards from his outmoded image the pendulum has swung to the other extreme:
extraordinary modernity of Edwards. More recently, however, scholars are beginning to
make more balanced and nuanced assessments by placing him in his own historical and
theological contexts.82 This study is conducted in line with this more recent attempt to
redress overemphasis and assess Edwards’s theology in his own historical context.
I also hope to show that even for a study in systematic theology it is important
first to understand Edwards squarely in his own context and framework. In this sense, this
is a study in systematic theology yet sensitive to Edwards’s historical context. As we will
see, specifically on the covenant of redemption, Edwards shares much with his preceding
Reformed theologians. By locating Edwards in a broader Reformed tradition, I will
describe Edwards in the eighteenth century as one of the faithful yet creative successors
of the doctrine of the covenant of redemption from seventeenth- century Europe and New
England.
The completion of the publication project of twenty-six volumes of The Works of
Jonathan Edwards and further publication of hitherto unpublished sermon manuscripts
through The Works of Jonathan Edwards online at the Jonathan Edwards Center at Yale
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University provides unprecedented availability of primary sources for this study.83 This
resource will help to identify Edwards’s references to covenant and to explore sermon
manuscripts that delineate Edwards’s trinitarian theology. Also, Edwards’s Catalogues of
Books84 helps to identify which Reformed thinkers particularly influenced him in his
formation of theology of the covenant of redemption.
Outline
In this chapter 1, I have introduced the problem and the state of the question of
this study. It provided an overview of diverse practical implications of the doctrine of the
Trinity discussed in contemporary trinitarian theology. Particularly it identified the
criticism of the immanent Trinity as one of the major features of today’s discussion. The
following study consists of three parts. Part 1 is a historical and systematic analysis of
Edwards’s theology of the covenant of redemption in the context of his broader
Reformed tradition. This part is comprised of two chapters.
In the following chapter 2, I will situate Edwards in the context of the
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Reformed orthodoxy. Through examining doctrinal
and exegetical development of the covenant of redemption by major Reformed thinkers
who possibly influenced Edwards, this chapter will describe Edwards as a successor of
the Reformed idea of covenant of redemption. It will also point out that already in the
tradition of the Reformed orthodoxy, the doctrine of the Trinity developed as archetypal
and ectypal theology had an intimate connection with Christian life and piety.
83

Jonathan Edwards, The Works of Jonathan Edwards, 26 vols. (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1957-2008); http://edwards.yale.edu (accessed on January 15, 2012). At this point, 73 volumes have
been published online including the first 26 printed volumes.
84

Jonathan Edwards, Catalogues of Books, ed. Peter J. Thuesen, vol. 26 of The Works of Jonathan
Edwards. ed. Harry S. Stout (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008).

30

Chapter 3 describes and examines Edwards’s trinitarian theology of covenant. It
attempts to show that for Edwards the immanent Trinity implies God’s eternal pact of
salvation between the Father and the Son, which will be unfolded in history. It thereby
presents a counter example to contemporary discussion that stresses the impractical
nature of the immanent Trinity. These first three chapters address the core of the
argument.
Part 2, comprised of four chapters, articulates how the eternal covenant of
redemption unfolds itself in history in a variety of dimensions: creation, justification and
sanctification, issues of church membership and a view of a nation, and finally history
itself which culminates in eschaton. Through these four significant examples, this part
illustrates the various manifestations of the covenant of redemption in history and thereby
underscores how the immanent Trinity actually has practical implications for Christian
life.
Chapter 4 examines how the covenant of redemption unfolds itself in God’s
economic work of creation and thereby shows the practicality of the doctrine of the
Trinity. Creation sets up the arena on which God’s covenantal work of redemption
unfolds its drama and story. Without the eternal pact in the immanent Trinity, even
creation itself, not to mention Christian life, is not possible.
Chapter 5 will examine how the covenant of redemption unfolds itself in God’s
economic work of justification and sanctification and will thereby show the practicality
of the doctrine of the Trinity. Given that justification and sanctification of sinners are an
important part of God’s work of redemption, and this redemptive work was eternally
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decreed within the immanent Trinity, the Trinity has an inherent relationship with
salvation and the Christian life of piety.
Chapter 6 examines how the covenant of redemption influences the qualification
of church membership and a view of a nation, thereby showing the practicality of the
doctrine of the Trinity. At first glance it might be difficult to see how seemingly earthly
issues such as qualification for church membership and one’s view of a nation relate to
the doctrine of the Trinity. Yet as the chapter will attempt to show, through the church
covenant and the national covenant, the eternal covenant of redemption has at least an
indirect connection with practical issues such as church membership and the shaping of
corporate life as a nation or society.
Chapter 7 will examine how the covenant of redemption unfolds itself in God’s
economic work of history and eschaton, thereby showing the practicality of the doctrine
of the Trinity. The entire course of history, as God’s work of redemption, depends for its
existence on the eternal pact between the Father and the Son in the immanent Trinity. If
the entire history of redemption and the salvation of the elect hinge on the eternal pact in
the immanent Trinity, it is groundless to say that the immanent Trinity is impractical and
speculative.
Finally, chapter 8, as one chapter, constitutes part 3. This chapter, as a conclusion,
will return to the contemporary discussion on the problem of the immanent Trinity
introduced in chapter 1. By reviewing the main points of each chapter, this last chapter
will reiterate that the Reformed doctrine of the covenant of redemption exemplified in
Edwards’s theology sheds new light on discussions in contemporary trinitarian theology.
If God’s eternal plan of redemption is located already in the immanent Trinity, it is no
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longer valid to criticize the immanent Trinity as abstruse and impractical because
salvation of the elect hinges on the eternal pact made within the immanent Trinity.
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PART I

CHAPTER 2
THE COVENANT OF REDEMPTION IN REFORMED SCHOLASTICISM
In the previous chapter we identified a tendency in contemporary trinitarian
theology to judge the immanent Trinity as speculative and impractical. Trinitarian
theologians today instead attempt to reclaim the doctrine of the Trinity construed from
the vantage point of God’s economic work of redemption in the world and history.
However, it is questionable whether this assumption of a dichotomy between the
immanent and the economic Trinity itself is historically and theologically accurate. At
least it is worth asking whether the alleged speculative retreat of the immanent Trinity
into the inner-relatedness of divine life has always been the case in the history of
trinitarian theology. In fact, the idea of the covenant of redemption, which is an act of the
immanent Trinity, provides a definite counter example.
In this chapter, we survey the idea of the covenant of redemption in the Reformed
tradition in its exegetical and doctrinal formation. I first overview the idea of covenant in
the Reformed tradition more broadly. Then I examine the covenant of redemption in
particular, its definition, its biblical foundation, its doctrinal formulation, and its relation
to the immanent and the economic Trinity. Finally, I underscore the practical implication
of the covenant of redemption for Christian life. The primary purpose of this chapter is to
show that the idea of the covenant of redemption was current and widely known among
the Reformed divines by the end of the seventeenth century. For the purpose of this study,
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it is sufficient to show that the doctrine of the covenant of redemption was prevalent and
widely held by the time preceding the life and work of Jonathan Edwards.1
Covenant in General
As William Wakefield McKee declares, “it was Reformed church circles that the
idea of covenant developed as a particular interpretation of Christian theology.”2
Reformed theology developed the idea of covenant from the time of the Reformation in
the sixteenth century through Protestant scholasticism in the seventeenth century.3 While
nuances of the idea of covenant can vary, it “denotes properly a pact and agreement
entered into between God and man, consisting partly in a stipulation of duty (or of the
thing to be done) and partly in the promise of a reward.”4 Sometimes covenant has a
certain range of meanings such as law or testament. A law is an order bestowed upon by a
sovereign lawgiver and must be obeyed whether one agrees to it or not. A testament is a
unilateral endowment of promised legacies that does not require any action from the part

1
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of the recipient.5 Yet properly a covenant is “a mutual agreement and commitment, in
which the consent of each of the participants is essential.”6 A covenant presupposes two
agents who come into agreement on a certain condition: God and a human being.
This covenant consists of two parts: Gods promise to man, Mans promise to God.
Gods promise to man, is that, whereby he bindeth himselfe to man to be his God,
if he performe the condition. Mans promise to God, is that, whereby he voweth
his allegiance unto his Lord, and to performe the condition between them.7
Puritan divines regarded the covenant as God’s gracious way of engaging with his people.
Because God uses covenant as a means to communicate with his people, the creature can
know what to expect from the Creator and what to repel in order to walk faithfully in
covenantal relationship.8 Furthermore, the covenant framework was the most suitable
approach to human beings as rational beings. As John Ball points out, “Such manner of
dealing suites best with the nature of the reasonable creature, and his subordination to the
Almighty.” Indeed, “It hath pleased God to deale with the reasonable creature, by way of
Promise and restipulation, that is, by way of Covenant.”9 The covenantal relationship
between God and human beings has thus inherently an ethical implication of faithful
commitment and integrity about how one conducts oneself.
As Michael McGiffert points out, Reformed thought on covenant “began with the
single covenant of grace by which God ruled the great sweep of the Heilsgeschichte,
from the first promise to fallen Adam forward through the age of the law to the
5
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Incarnation and beyond to the end of the world.”10 In this sense, covenant theology was
from the very beginning “a theology of history – the history of the chosen people, first
Jews, then Christians, to whom God bound himself by promise, oath, and sacramental
seal.”11 Hence the idea of covenant underscored God’s consistent commitment with his
people as the penetrating principle throughout history. The covenantal thought “formed
part of the broad common foundation of Reformed divinity.”12 Bruce M. Stephens writes:
“Perhaps no single concept was used more in Puritan theology to bring the glory of an
inscrutable God into relationship with sinful man than that of the covenant.”13 In this way,
continental Reformed thought delineated God’s gracious engagement with his chosen
people through history within the covenantal framework.
Ursinus, Olevianus, and Junius developed this idea of covenant, which was
handed on through the Herborn school of Martinus, Crocius, and Alsted to Cocceius and
Burman. It became “a central issue in the structuring of system” by the time of
seventeenth-century Reformed scholastics such as Witsius, Heidegger, Turretin, and
Mastricht.14 While some of the Lutherans shared a notion of covenant as a unifying
theme that penetrates from creation through consummation as a series of historical
development, it was in the Reformed tradition that this covenantal idea took its central
10
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and crucial place in a theological system.15 As William K. B. Stoever notes, though
varieties of application existed, “The ‘federal’ or ‘covenant’ theology, which sought to
comprehend God’s salvific relationship to mankind in covenantal terms, took shape
among Reformed orthodox divines in the later sixteenth century, and became widespread
in the seventeenth.”16
Definition of the Covenant of Redemption
During the sixteenth to seventeenth century, covenantal theology developed as
covenant of works and covenant of grace.17 The covenant of works signifies the
agreement between God and human beings that on the condition of human perfect
obedience God pours blessings of eternal life upon them. Its archetype can be found in
the covenant between God and Adam.
God agreed with Adam to reward perfect obedience with eternal bliss and to
punish the contrary appropriately, in a transaction suited to Adam’s capacity as
created - suited, that is, to Adam as a perceptive, reflective, consenting being,
with the moral law ‘written in his heart.’ The moral law is God’s perfect and
universal rule for human behavior, and in the covenant of works mankind
acquired an unalterable obligation to fulfill it.18
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The covenant of works “presumes humanity’s ability to carry it out, a prerequisite
obligated by God’s rectitude and satisfied by Adam’s pristine integrity.”19 An assumption
was that Adam, in his originally created condition, was able to obey and observe all
divine law and commandments perfectly.
The covenant of grace points to God’s redemptive work through Christ in history
after the breach of the covenant of works on the part of Adam. In Adam’s fall, sin
“vitiated the Image of God and rendered man incapable of complying.”20 God the Father
sent his only Son as truly God and truly human in order to fulfill the perfect obedience
that human beings failed to practice.
The covenant of works, however, does not prohibit God from accepting
satisfaction from someone other than the proper debtors, provided the payment is
sufficient to cover the debt owed. Accordingly, it is Christ’s office, as ‘surety’ for
the elect, to suffer the punishment due mankind for breach of the law and to
render the perfect obedience required by the law for eternal reward.21
As Charles Lloyd Cohen summarizes, “By successfully performing the Law and by
sacrificing himself under the curse, Christ wholly discharged the Covenant of Works, and
because he did so for the Elect’s sake, Christ redeems them from the Law and its
penalty.”22 The elect can participate in merits of this work of Christ through faith.23 This
time the extent of this new covenant is “limited to the elect” and its foundation is “Christ
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alone.”24 The covenant of grace “promises not only life but also righteousness and, most
significantly, all the means of restoring to life.”25 This new covenant “not only shows
what righteousness is, but actually bestows it, and with it assurance of salvation.”26
Even after the covenant of works is broken by the fall of humankind, it is to be
noted that the covenant of works “was not abrogated.”27 As Stoever writes, “Satisfaction
of the covenant of works remains the condition of man’s salvation.”28 Yet this time the
required perfect obedience to the law has been fulfilled by Christ and the law now begins
to have a renewed role in Christian life.
The same law written in Adam’s heart, delivered by Moses, and preached and
fulfilled by Christ becomes incarnate in the sanctified lives of believers, who
incur under the covenant of grace an obligation of thankful obedience to God’s
will as the standard of human action.29
In other words, the goal of the covenant of works and the covenant of grace is the same.
Yet this goal is now fulfilled by a different means. As William J. Van Asselt explains:
The fundamental difference, however, is that the end or goal of the covenant of
grace, namely, the fulfillment of the commandment established in creation, is now
fulfilled not by humanity, but by Christ. The goal of the covenant of works and
the covenant of grace is the same – fellowship and friendship with God – only the
means are different. The right that is formulated in the covenant of works is now
restored and maintained on the cross. The roots of the doctrine of justification,
therefore, can already be detected in the covenant of works; only now it is not
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humanity, but Christ who, on the basis of his obedience, acquires the right to
eternal life.30
The law remains to lead believers in the Christian life as a guide for their thankful
obedience and response to God’s grace.
The Puritan theologians, out of these doctrinal formulations and in line with the
continental Reformed scholastics, developed the doctrine of the pactum salutis, or
covenant of redemption.31 This doctrine traces the historical economy of redemption back
into God’s eternal communion of divine persons and conceives the eternal pact between
the Father and the Son as the foundation of God’s economic work of redemption in the
world. It is “a pact between the will of the Father, who designates his Son as the Head
and Redeemer of his foreknown people, and the will of the Son, who offers himself in
order to procure salvation.”32 As Beeke and Jones put it, “the covenant of redemption
between the Father and the Son provides the eternal, inviolable foundation of the
temporal covenant of grace.”33 The covenant of grace in history stems from the eternal
transaction between God the Father and God the Son. In this way, Reformed divines
employed this teaching “as an argument for the ad intra trinitarian grounding for the ad
extra work of salvation.”34
30
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In this covenantal arrangement, the Holy Spirit does not play a direct role as a
covenant partner.35 Nevertheless, the Holy Spirit plays a crucial role as “the one who
actualizes the result of the pact.”36 The Holy Spirit participates in this covenant not as “a
legal partner” or “a negotiating subject,”37 but as “an implementing subject” who
“implements, safeguards, and administers” this covenantal agreement throughout the
history.38 Salvation was “never construed in Reformed circles as purely the work of the
second person of the Trinity become flesh,” but “the work of the Triune God.”39
With the doctrine of the covenant of redemption, “the whole work of redemption
was grounded in the eternal and immutable divine counsel.”40 What this doctrine teaches
is that the covenant ultimately “finds its theological resting point in the eternal pact” and
that the covenant is “by no means rooted in the creature, but in God’s own essence.”41
Accordingly, this doctrine “provides the starting point of any discussion of God’s soteric
purposes in the history of redemption.”42 In order to illustrate this eternal plan of
redemption within the immanent Trinity, several examples are in order.
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The Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), though it did not use the term itself,
articulated the idea of an eternal pact in which the Father gives the church elect from
eternity to be redeemed on account of the Son’s work as mediator.
It pleased God, in his eternal purpose, to choose and ordain the Lord Jesus, his
only begotten Son, to be the Mediator between God and man, the Prophet, Priest,
and King, the Head and Saviour of his Church, the Heir of all things, and Judge of
the world: unto whom He did, from all eternity, give a people to be his seed, and
to be by him in time redeemed, called, justified, sanctified, and glorified.43
In order to clarify the covenantal nature of this agreement, the Savoy Declaration of Faith
inserted eight words to the passage here in the Westminster – “according to a Covenant
made between them both.”44 Furthermore, David Dickson and James Durham’s The Sum
of Saving Knowledge, sometimes called “the unofficial fourth Westminster standard”
because it was often printed together with the Westminster standards in Scotland and
America for many years,45 declares: “For the accomplishment of this Covenant of
Redemption, and making the Elect partakers of the benefits thereof in the Covenant of
Grace, Christ Jesus was clad with the threefold Office of Prophet, Priest, and King.”46
An English Puritan, Thomas Goodwin (1600-1680), developed a lengthy account
of the covenant of redemption. He sees the eternal transaction between the Father and the
Son that dates back to before the foundation of the world. It is “God the Father’s eternal
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counsel and transaction with Christ, to undertake the work of redemption for man,
considered as fallen.”47 According to Goodwin, the “great design of the gospel” is “those
eternal transactions between God the Father and God the Son for the salvation of man.”48

Before the economic unfolding in temporality, the divine plan of redemption was already
established as God’s eternal pact between the Father and the Son within God’s internal
communion. Here, the immanent Trinity is not detached from the economic work of
redemption. Rather, the eternal transaction between the Father and the Son underpins the
execution of God’s plan of redemption in temporality.
David Dickson (1583-1662) also defines the covenant of redemption as a “pact
between God, and Christ God appointed Mediatour, before the world was, in the council
of the Trinity.”49
Whereby the Son is both the party offended as God, one essentially with the
Father and holy Spirit; and the party contracter also, as God designed Mediatour
personally for redeeming man, who with consent of the Father and holy Spirit,
from all eternity willed and purposed in the fulnesse of time, to assume the
humane nature in personall union with Himself, and for the elects sake to become
man, and to take the cause of the elect in hand, to bring them back to the
friendship of God, and full enjoyment of felicity for everyone.50
It is a bargain, agreed upon between the father and the Son designed Mediatour,
concerning the elect (lying with the rest of mankind in the state of sin and death,
produced by their own merit) wisely and powerfully to be converted, sanctified
and saved, for the Son of Gods satisfaction and obedience (in our nature to be
assumed by Him) to be given in due time to the Father, even unto the death of the
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crosse.51
Clearly, Dickson sees God’s will for the salvation of the elect already echoed in the
covenant of redemption. The incarnation of the Son and ensuing development of God’s
work of redemption were all conceived in the mind of God. The blueprint of God’s plan
of redemption already existed in the immanent Trinity.
Samuel Willard (1640-1707), a New England predecessor of Edwards, also
concurs with this basic definition as follows:
Hence, to the firm and immutable constituting of the Son of God a Redeemer in
the Decree, there past an Eternal Transaction between the Father and him, which
is best shadowed to us, by the notion of a Covenant: and because it had a proper
respect to the Ransoming of his Chosen from sin and misery, it may therefore
well be called the Covenant of Redemption. If the Son of God became a Redeemer
by his own Consent freely, and was determined unto it before the World began, it
infers, according to our Capacity, that there was something propounded to him,
and that he did accordingly accept it.52
Willard notes that the effect of the incarnation presupposes the cause that should be
located within the eternal communion of the Father and the Son.
[H]ereupon the Undertaking of the Son of God to be man, is in order before the
futurition of his Incarnation. It hath a Causal Antecedence; to the futurity of this
Assumption, because that which made it future from Eternity, was the Compact
which past between his Father and him about it in the Days of Eternity.53
As von Rohr puts it, the covenant of redemption is, so to speak, “a meta-history located
solely in the life of God.” He continues:
It is interesting, however, that though human history plays so important a role in
the outworking of the covenant of grace, the actual origin of the covenant itself
was, in this Puritan understanding, not within that historical process. Rather, its
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beginning was in what might be called ‘divine history,’ a kind of meta-history
located solely in the life of God. The source of the covenant of grace was a still
prior covenant between God and Christ, designated theologically as the covenant
of redemption.54
The covenant of redemption is the eternal foundation for the work of redemption in time.
Biblical Foundation of the Covenant of Redemption
Modern scholars such as Bert Loonstra, Roger T. Beckwith, and others argue that
the doctrine of the covenant of redemption is biblically unwarranted, artificial, and a
speculative construction.55 However, this doctrine actually took its shape based on the
accumulation of biblical exegesis since the early era of the Reformation.56
What is striking about Dickson is that he provides a lengthy exposition of
scriptural evidences of the covenant of redemption. According to him, the Scripture
underscores the covenant of redemption by expressions that denote covenantal parties
(Ephesians 1:7, 1:14; Acts 20:28; 1Corinthians 6:20; 1 Peter 1:18, 19, 29, 21; Matthew
26:28), by diverse titles given to Christ the Redeemer (“Mediatour” 1 Timothy 2:5, 6;
“Redeemer” Job 19:24; “Surety” Hebrew 7:22; “reconciliation” Romans 5:11;
“propitiation” 1 John 2:2; and Romans 3:25), by expressions that relate to the execution
of an eternal decree (Acts 15:18; Ephesians 1:9; Luke 22:22; Acts 2:23; Psalm 2:7; John
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1:14, 1:2, 3; Proverbs 8:22-32; 2 Timothy 1:9; Ephesians 1:3-5; 1 Peter 1:18-20), by
representation of the covenant of redemption in the Levitical types (Psalm 84:11, 73:24),
by incarnation as ratification of the covenant (Luke 2:49; Matthew 3:13; John 5:39, 8:26,
10:15; Luke 24:25) and by presenting articles that articulate the essence of the covenant
of redemption.57 For example, commenting on Ephesians 1:3-5, Dickson states: “For, as
before the beginning of the World, the elect were given to the Son designed Mediatour to
be incarnat, and the price agreed upon; so also grace to be given in time to the redeemed
by compact, was given from eternity unto Christ, their designed Advocat.”58 Dickson’s
exposition indicates that the doctrine of this covenant emerged not as an unbiblical,
speculative construction, but as the result of collations of biblical exegesis.59
In a similar way, Willard sees the eternal election of a certain number of people as
the source of salvation (Ephesians 1:3-5; 1 Thessalonians 1:4), the foundation of effectual
calling (Acts 13:46; Romans 11:7) and conversion (Jeremiah 31:3). The Son is called
“Chosen One” (Psalm 89:3) or God’s “Elect” (Isaiah 42:1) because the Son of God “was
not only an actual Redeemer in time, but a chosen Redeemer from Eternity.”60 Thus this
redeemer is called “A Lamb slain from the Foundation of the World” (Revelation 13:8).61
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The “counsel of peace” is identified as the covenant between the Father and the Son
(Zechariah 6:13).62
By way of another example, expounding the passage of 2 Corinthians 5:18-19,
Goodwin makes a distinction between “in Christ” and “by Christ.” On the one hand,
when it is said that “God was in Christ, reconciling the world unto himself” (v. 19
KJV),63 it denotes the immanent transaction between the Father and the Son.
[I]t implies and notes out those immanent acts of God in Christ; the preparation of
all mercies and benefits we have by Christ, from him, and laying them up in him
really for us in Christ, as in our head, in whom God looked upon us when we had
no subsistence but in him; when God and he were alone plotting of all, framing of
all that was after to be done by Christ for us, and applied unto us.64
On the other hand, when God is said to have “reconciled us to himself by Jesus Christ” (v.
18), this “imports the actual performance of all this by Christ, and application of it to
us.”65 Prior to the execution of the divine plan of redemption by Christ in history, for God
the Father, “the main of his work was transacted secretly from everlasting.”66 Goodwin
adds: “[B]ut yet lest they should think that this was a business begun of late to be done by
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him, then when Christ died, and they were converted, he [God the Father] further says,
that he hath made it his main business from all eternity.”67
Based on his biblical exegesis of Luke 22:29; Isaiah 42, 49, 53, and 61; Psalm
110:4, 2:8; Hebrews 10; Galatians 4:4, John 10, 15, and 17, Francis Turretin concludes:
For thus the Scriptures represent to us the Father in the economy of salvation as
stipulating the obedience of his Son even unto death, and for it promising in
return a name above every name that he might be the head of the elect in glory;
the Son as offering himself to do the Father’s will, promising a faithful and
constant performance of the duty required of him and restipulating the kingdom
and glory promised to him. All these things are plainly gathered from the
Scriptures.68
When scholars claim that the idea of the covenant of redemption is biblically
unwarranted, they fail to take into account the rich tradition of biblical exegeses used by
Reformed theologians.
Doctrinal Formulation of the Covenant of Redemption
Many of the biblical exegetes not only consider God’s purpose in redemption as
part of his eternal decree, but also define the decree of redemption as a covenant. For
example, Dickson developed the doctrine of the covenant of redemption in relation to
divine decree. He says:
[T]his covenant of redemption, is in effect one with the eternall decree of
redemption, wherein the salvation of the elect, and the way how it shall be
brought about is fixed, in the purpose of God, who worketh all things according to
the counsell of His own Will.69
And the decree of redemption is in effect a covenant, one God in three persons
agreeing in the decree, that the second Person, God the Son, should be incarnat,
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and give obedience and satisfaction to divine justice for the elect: unto which
piece of service the Son willingly submitting Himself, the decree becometh a reall
covenant indeed.70
The covenant of redemption, in effect, means God’s eternal decree of redemption.
Because the redemption of the elect is predetermined in the eternal decree, its economic
unfolding in time is firmly guaranteed. As Witsius puts it, “God had, by an eternal and
irrevocable decree, appointed, promised, and confirmed by oath, the inheritance of all
blessings in Christ.”71 Willard makes the same point:
It is certain that the whole concern of Mans Redemption and Salvation, had it
consideration and determination in Gods eternal Decree. It is a sure rule, That
whatsoever God doth in time, be purposed to do it before time: for he worketh all
things according to the counsel of his will.72
Among the means, that which shines forth most illustriously, is mans deliverance
from Sin and Wrath by the Obedience of Christ, who is the Eternal Son of God,
and in fullness of Time was made man, in order to his Redeeming of us. This way
of mans Redemption, had a room in Gods Eternal Purpose: Our Election therefore
was in him, and that before the Creation Eph. 1.4.73
In other words, “Christ was not sent in haste into the World: it was not a rash and
indeliberate Undertaking of his, but it was all determined in the Counsel of God.”74
Because of this understanding, the doctrine of the covenant of redemption largely has an
affinity with a supralapsarian framework rather than an infralapsarian. God’s plan of
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redemption was conceived from before the foundation of the world, even preceding the
fall.
In this way, the covenant of redemption was doctrinally formulated in close
association with God’s eternal decree of redemption, or the doctrine of election. It means
that ultimately the ground of the covenant of redemption is God’s sheer love for the elect.
The salvation of the elect was eternally designed because it was simply in accord with
God’s pleasure and manifestation of his glory.
In the Decree we find such a thing as Election, wherein God hath appointed men
unto Salvation, and also contrived the way in which he will accomplish it; and to
this way doth the Covenant of Redemption appertain: and therefore the rise of it
was the meer good Pleasure of God, to advance the glory of the Riches of his
Grace, by the Redemption of his Chosen, and bringing of them to Enjoy Eternal
Life, for which end, he appointed his own Son to be the Redeemer, and Indented
about it in a free Covenant.75
The ultimate end of Gods design in this Covenant, was the Illustration of the
Glory of his Rich Grace in them that are saved, so we are told. Eph. 1.6. God is
his own last end in all his works of Efficiency, and therefore had that … respect in
his Decrees.76
[A]nd why did he so? it was because he loved them. The reason of this love is his
good pleasure. The first act wherein this love was exprest, was in Chosing us in
Christ, and Covenanting with him to Redeem us; in which he laid a sure and firm
foundation for our Salvation: Gods sending of Christ is for the reason ascribed to
his unparallel‘d love.77
God’s eternal decree of redemption rooted in pure love and pleasure in God is the ground
of the covenant of redemption. Given that glorification of God means advancement or
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manifestation of what God takes delight in, it is also pertinent to say that God and his
glory is the ultimate ground of the covenant of redemption.
However, the covenant of redemption seems to incur a potential doctrinal problem
of subordinationism. While the summary of God’s economic plan of redemption already
located within the immanent Trinity refutes the accusation that the immanent Trinity is
impractical and speculative, the introduction of economic order into the internal
communion of God seems to imply the subordination of the Son. Reformed scholastics
were well aware of this potential problem and addressed it in their defense of this
doctrine. For instance, Willard argues that the subordination of the Son took place only in
the economic administration of his office whereas the Son remains coessential with the
Father in his nature.
Christ, not only as he is Man, but also as he is Son, is in the Oeconomical
Dispensation of things, Subordinated to his Father. Though in the Divine Essence
he is Equal as he is God, (for, where there is a compleat sameness, there must
needs be a perfect equality) yet in the Oeconomy of the Administration of the
Affairs of his Kingdom, he is Subordinate.78
By his nature, the Son of God, “who was thus constituted Redeemer in the Decree, is a
Person in the God-head, infinitely free and uncompellable.”79 Hence when the Son agreed
to subject himself to humiliation according to the will of the Father, it was out of the
Son’s free and willing decision.
He is thereupon incapable of Compulsion. So that, upon an impossible
supposition, that the Son had not complied with his Fathers Will in this matter, he
could not have been Decreed to be a Redeemer; and from this very Argument the
Apostle proves, that what Christ did upon this account was his own voluntary act,
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Phil. 2. 5, 6, 7. The Father no sooner proposed it to him, than he readily complied
with it.80
Therefore, the subordination of the Son in his economic operation does not mean that the
Son is subordinate to the Father by nature or essence.
This argument also has relevance for vindicating the covenant of redemption
against a charge of tritheism. While each of the three persons has a distinct subsistence,
all three persons share the same divine essence. Given that the divine will belongs to this
one and the same divine essence, each of the three persons has this same divine will.
The Son of God, who was thus constituted Redeemer in the Decree, is a Person in
the God-head, infinitely free and uncompellable. Though the Doctrine of a Trinity
of Persons in the Unity of the Divine Essence, be a Mystery beyond the capacity
of our short Understandings to fathom; yet in as much as these are exhibited to us
under the notion of three Persons, each one having a distinct Subsistence, (though
all have but one and the same Essence) we must therefore allow to each of them
all that is essential to the God-head: and thus we are to conceive of each of them
to have a Divine Will; though it be one and the same in all.81
The Decrees is an act of Divine Counsel, exerted by the Divine Will, which is
undivided, and common to the three persons; and thus the Deity is the one party
Covenanting, because the Essential acts of the Trinity are undivided, Job. 5. 17,
19.82
This may explain why there was no contradiction or disagreement among the three
persons in the eternal transaction of the covenant of redemption. While each divine
person has a will, ultimately there are not three different wills but one and the same will.
Hence perfect accord and harmony exist in this eternal pact.
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In other words, Reformed scholastics made a distinction between the language
regarding “God’s essential being (considering God’s being from the standpoint of the
divine attributes)” and the language regarding “God’s relative being (considering God
from the standpoint of the three persons).”83 For example, when Francis Turretin
discusses the doctrine of divine simplicity and its compatibility with three divine persons,
he notes this distinction: “simplicity in respect to essence, but Trinity in respect to
persons. In this sense, nothing hinders God (who is one in essence) from being three
persons.”84 In the present context, from a standpoint of three persons, each person has its
own will, whereas from the standpoint of the divine essence, each will is ultimately one
and the same divine will. Therefore it was possible to describe the remarkably trinitarian
diverse works of God appropriated to each person without undermining divine simplicity
and without succumbing to tritheism.
That in these Essential Works, the Scripture frequently observes a personal
propriety, and an order of working according to the order of their Subsistence and
manner of working: so that in whatever work, any one persons order of
Subsistence, and manner of working doth principally appear, it is, by way of
specialty, ascribed to that person; not because that person is alone in it, but
because God doth herein manifest himself to us most clearly in such a manner of
being or Subsistence. The Father is the first Person, hence beginning Works are
Attributed to him, as Election and Creation. The Son is the Second Person, and
therefore secondary works are ascribed to him, such as Redemption. The Holy
Ghost is the Third and Last Person, and therefore finishing works are given to him,
such as Application. The Father works of himself, by the Son and Spirit. The Son
works from the Father by the Spirit. The Holy Ghost works from them both; Job.
5.19.16.13. and this Order is to shew the Oeconomy of the Divine Persons. Now
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in this regard, Essential Works may have a peculiar Appropriation to a person not
exclusive, but inclusive of the other.85
In his essential being, God has one and the same will and is involved in all of his works.
In his relative being, each divine person has a distinct will and specific works ascribed to
each. “Trinity and simplicity thus do not directly contradict for they describe God from
two different vantage points.”86 Having articulated the covenant of redemption in the
Reformed tradition, we are now ready to examine its relation to the immanent and the
economic Trinities.
Relation of the Covenant of Redemption to the Immanent and the Economic Trinity
The significance of the covenant of redemption in the Reformed tradition,
specifically for the purpose of this study, lies in the reality that the economic work of
redemption is already located within the immanent Trinity in its core or as an idea. Here,
the immanent Trinity is not detached from the economic work of redemption. Rather, the
eternal transaction between the Father and the Son underpins the execution of the plan of
redemption in temporality.
Reformed scholastics developed the basic distinction between the ad-intra and
ad-extra work of the Godhead, operations of the Trinity which stand in somewhat oblique
relationship to the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity. This distinction
constituted a “fundamental architectonic device in the older Reformed theology” and a
“device that offers considerable insight into the nature and character of the older
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Reformed approach to the questions of divine absoluteness and divine relationality.”87 In
accord with the former distinction, the Reformed orthodox introduced specific
terminologies: archetypal theology and ectypal theology. Archetypal theology refers to
“the ad intra absolute and necessary knowledge concerning creation, providence, and
salvation that God alone can know,” whereas ectypal theology refers to “the relative and
accommodated ad extra knowledge of those divine works that is accessible to
creatures.”88 Muller summarizes the point of this fine distinction as follows: “for our
theology (theologia nostra) to be true theology, it must be ectypal, specifically, a finite
reflection of the divine archetypal theology, grounded by God’s own working in the
archetype itself.”89 In other words, human knowledge of God can be formulated only
according to what God reveals to humans about himself and to the extent which our
theology reflects in human finite language what God is in himself. Put differently, human
knowledge of God can truly be reliable only in so far as it rests in and is grounded by the
reality of God in himself. “It is therefore God himself who is the source, origin and
efficient cause of what we know in this life as true theology.”90
Now when our theology (human knowledge about God) delineates the distinction
between the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity, an assumption behind this
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formulation is that, though in a finite and limited way, humans can trace back to God in
himself insofar as God revealed himself to creation, particularly to humans.
That in all his Works of Efficiency, he aims at the Declaration of the Glory of his
own Perfections. What else is the Declarative Glory of God, but a display of his
Essential Glory to the Creature, so far as he sees meet? He had all in himself
before there was a World; but he would have a World to be a Mirror of his
Perfections; and those to be in it who should be able to read them, and
acknowledge him therein; and therefore these are to declare it, Psal. 19. and he is
said to be known by them.91
The things which are done in time for the actual Accomplishment of it. They that
would Search the Love of God to the Original, and follow it up to the Wellhead of
it, must ascend beyond the Creation of the Word, and look for it in that Eternity
which had no Beginning. Not only the things that he hath done for us, but the
thoughts also which he had of us….92
Thus, in the context of the covenant of redemption and in line with the distinction
between God in himself and God in relation to the world, God’s economic transaction in
relation to the world has its source and origin in the eternal communion and agreement of
divine persons. In other words, the covenant of redemption is “a doctrinal argument for
the ad intra trinitarian grounding of the ad extra work of salvation as it terminates on
individual persons of the Trinity.”93
It manifests God’s redemptive plan as eternal and as something far more than a
reaction to the problem of sin. For all that this doctrine of eternal covenanting
between Father and Son appears as the most speculative element in the covenant
theology, it represents that most basic issues in the Reformed system – the eternal,
divine, and consistently gracious ground of the plan of salvation, the resolution of
the seemingly unbridgeable gap between the eternal and the temporal, the infinite
and the finite, undertaken redemptively and by grace alone from the divine side.94
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Indeed, the unity between the ad-intra reality of the divine willing and the ad-extra
execution of the divine plan of salvation appears to answer the modern demand for the
nexus between the immanent and the economic Trinity.
What, then, is the exact difference between the covenant of redemption and the
other two covenants: covenant of works and covenant of grace? While the covenant of
works or the covenant of grace is the covenant between God and humans made in time,
the covenant of redemption signifies the mutual agreement between the Father and the
Son consented from eternity.
An Everlasting Compact clearly made, and firmly Ratified, between God the
Father, and God the Son, about the Redemption and Salvation of a number of the
Children of Men; and this is a Covenant distinct from that which we call the
Covenant of Works, which past between God and Man at the first in Adam; as
also from the New Covenant, or that of Grace, which is Indented between God
and Man, in Christ as the Mediator of it.95
In the covenant of redemption, on the one hand, the Father demands “the obedience of the
Son even unto death, and for it promising him that name, which is above every name,
even that he should be the head of the elect in glory.” On the other hand, the Son is, “as
presenting himself to do the will of the Father, acqiescing in that promise, and in fine,
requiring the kingdom and glory promised to him.”96
This pre-temporal transaction between the Father and the Son in the immanent
Trinity, so to speak, sets a stage for its economic unfolding in the covenant of grace.
After the fall, human beings depraved by sin are unable to attain the eternal blessings
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within the framework of the covenant of works. Only God himself can fulfill the
requirement of the covenant of works.
He bids his ambassadors declare, that as to that point men need not trouble
themselves, nor take care about it; for he himself hath further been so zealously
affected in this business, that he himself hath made full provision, and took order
for that aforehand, and done it to their hand.97
[I]n him, and by him, as a mediator, and umpire, and surety between them and
him, this great matter hath been taken up and accorded. For he and Jesus Christ
his only Son have from all eternity laid their counsels together (as I may so speak
with reverence), to end this great difference; and they both contrived and agreed,
that Christ should undertake to satisfy his Father, for all the wrong was done to
him, all which he should take upon himself, as if he were guilty of it.98
As only God himself can fulfill perfect obedience to the divine law by Christ the Son of
God, the covenant of redemption between the Father and the Son comprises the
foundation for the covenantal communion between God and the elect in the covenant of
grace. The covenant of redemption is the foundation of the covenant of grace.
The sum of all is: his Father promiseth to him to give all spiritual blessings in him,
and then makes a deed of gift to him for our good and use; even as goods may be
given to and by a feoffee in trust for one that is yet not born. And so our life is
said to be “hid with Christ in God;” and so it was from everlasting there laid up
by God with Christ.99
But whence is it that there are such liberal offers made to the children of man?
why it flows from the Covenant of Redemption, and had it not been for this, there
had never any such news been heard of in the World. Here was the Foundation
laid for all, the Saving Grace which is Dispensed in time to any of the children of
men; and so it must needs be a Covenant of Grace.100
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The salvation of the elect was already purposed in the eternal transaction between the
Father and the Son within the immanent Trinity.
Herman Witsius (1636-1708) also builds up his discussion on the covenant of
redemption through exploring the implication of the covenant of grace.
THAT the nature of the covenant of grace may be the more thoroughly
understood, two things are above all to be distinctly considered. 1. The
COMPACT which intervenes between GOD THE FATHER, and CHRIST THE
MEDIATOR. 2. That TESTAMENTARY DISPOSITION, by which GOD
BESTOWS, by an immutable covenant, ETERNAL SALVATION, and every
thing relative thereto, upon THE ELECT. The former agreement is between GOD
and THE MEDIATOR; the latter between GOD and THE ELECT. This last
presupposes the first, and is founded upon it.101
The covenant of redemption, the eternal pact between the Father and the Son, for the
purpose of the redemption of the elect constitutes the foundation and presupposition of
the covenant of grace: the actual unfolding of God’s work of redemption in history. The
eternal pact between the Father and the Son entails the will of the Father, “giving the Son,
to be the Head and Redeemer of the elect” and the will of the Son “presenting himself as
a Sponsor or Surety for them.”102
Furthermore, Witsius sees three phases in this covenantal transaction. The first
period of the covenant of redemption is the eternal constitution of Christ as the head of
the elect.
Christ himself was constituted from everlasting, the Head of those that were to be
saved, and they were given unto him, for whom he was to merit salvation, and in
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whom he was to be glorified and admired. From this constitution, the Son from
everlasting bore a peculiar relation to those that were to be saved.103
The second period of the covenant of redemption starts once the human falls into sin and
the eternal plan of redemption is now put into actualization. The Son, as mediator, starts
his intercession between the Father and the elect.
[I]mmediately upon the fall of man, he offered himself to God, now offended by
sin, actually to perform those things, to which he had engaged himself from
eternity; saying, Thou hast given them to me, I will make satisfaction for them:
and so making way for the word of grace to be declared to, and the covenant of
grace to be made with them. Thus Christ was actually constituted Mediator, and
declared as such immediately after the fall; and having undertaken the suretiship,
he began to act many things belonging to the offices of a Mediator.104
The third period of the covenant of redemption is when the Son took on human flesh and
“engaged himself as a voluntary servant to God, from love to his Lord the Father, and to
his spouse the church, and his spiritual children.”105 While the first period of intratrinitarian agreement, precisely speaking, is the covenant of redemption and the latter two
periods belong to the covenant of grace, here Witsius views the latter two periods as so
naturally an outworking of the first period of the covenant of redemption that he seems to
recognize all three periods within a framework of the covenant of redemption in a
broader sense.
The covenant of grace is the organic outworking of the covenant of redemption.
The covenant of grace in the economic Trinity is grounded by the covenant of redemption
in the immanent Trinity. This covenant of redemption as a bridge between the immanent
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Trinity and the economic Trinity certainly has positive repercussions to the practical
Christian life of piety.
Implications of the Covenant of Redemption for Christian Practice
While contemporary theology criticizes the immanent Trinity for being
speculative and impractical, it is worth noting that the Reformed scholastics conceived
the term “theoretical” and “practical” in a different way from contemporary use. While
contemporary usage tends to mean that “theoretical” pertains to “metaphysical
rationalization” or “a statement of abstract principle” and “practical” pertains to
“pragmatic enterprise” or a statement “of application,” the Reformed scholastics
traditionally meant by theoria simply something beheld and by praxis something done
with a teleological goal in perspective.106
On one hand, theory (theoria) pertains to a pure beholding of the object in and of
itself with no other end in view, and is thus “understood in terms of the visio Dei and the
ultimate enjoyment of God (fruitio Dei) by man.” On the other hand, practice (praxis)
refers to a certain act that leads to a specific goal beyond itself, “namely salvation, and is
designed therefore to conduce to a righteous life and the love of God.”107 The majority of
the Reformed orthodox conceived of theology as both theoretical and practical, both
intellectual and voluntary, with a primary emphasis on practical character.108
Since God’s work of salvation is already located in its seminal form within the
immanent Trinity, far from being purely speculative (in a modern sense of “impractical”),
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the covenant of redemption in God ad intra apparently has practical implications for the
Christian life. First, the covenant of redemption has direct relevance for salvation of the
elect. When the Son makes a covenant with the Father in the eternal communion, “the
only reward he seeks for, is the salvation and justification of his elect, and of those whom
God hath given him.”109 Citing John 6:38-39, Goodwin argues for the salvation of the
elect as the people whom God the Father has given to Christ the Son: “And as he gave
them to be his, so also with a special charge to bring them to salvation, to lose not one of
his tale and number.”110 Salvation already exists as the divine plan and intention in the
immanent Trinity.
Second, the covenant of redemption lays the foundation for the Christian life of
piety. It teaches the elect that “our sanctification and salvation is ascribed as much to
God’s will and covenant with Christ … as to Christ’s offering himself.”111 Since
salvation of the elect ultimately stems from the will of God the Father before the
foundation of the world, the certainty of salvation is firmly established. The covenant of
redemption “undergirds with this strengthened certainty the covenant of grace.”112
And by all this you see that our salvation was in sure hands, even afore the world
was; for God and Christ had engaged themselves by covenant each to other for us,
the one to die, the other to accept it for us.
And though Christ was yet to come and die, yea, and though there were
not one word of promise written that was made to us expressing God’s mind, yet
this everlasting obligation made all sure it should be done.113
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It is agreed between God and Christ, that the elect shall be converted invincibly
and infallibly, and that saving faith shall be bestowed on them, and that they shall
persevere in the obedience of faith so, as they shall not totally and finally fall
away from Gods grace.114
Dickson contends that the covenant of redemption makes “the mater fast concerning the
elect, founding their conversion, faith, repentance, perseverance, and salvation, upon the
unchangeable covenant of Redemption, fixed upon the setled agreement between God,
and God the Son Mediatour and Redeemer.”115 Precisely because “the decree of
redemption is in effect a covenant,”116 the covenant of redemption in God ad intra has an
intimate connection with salvation as God’s economic work of redemption in history.
Knowing that salvation does not depend on human performance but on the sheer
grace of God’s willingness and intention gives the elect comfort and consolation and
prompts the life of joy and happiness.
Hence also it is manifest, how fit a high Priest is appointed over us, who is
touched with our infirmities and temptations; by whom we may have so solid
consolation in all the pangs of our tormented consciences, and in whom we have a
solid foundation laid down to all that flee to him, for setling our faith and hope in
the Son of God, who hath of set purpose, with the Fathers consent, suffered so
many and great evils that he might redeem us.117
This covenant therefore which God made with Christ, to bestow all the merits of
his obedience on us, which he called him unto, is the main foundation of all our
happiness. As it obliged and engaged God firmly to us in Christ, so it makes all
that Christ purchased to be of grace.”118
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The covenant of redemption, as “the source of the covenant of grace,” provides “an
additional foundation for comfort.”119 God’s eternal decree of redemption provides the
elect with the source of comfort and a solid foundation of peace and security for faith.
Third, while the covenant of redemption signifies God’s sovereign grace of
salvation for the elect, at the same time it is also requires human responsibility and
participation for its fulfillment in the covenant of grace. As Von Rohr clarifies, the
Puritan idea of covenant is both conditional and absolute.
Puritan theology was not a rational whole, but was drawn by its own inner
impulses into two directions, those generated by the experiential and voluntaristic
concerns of Gospel piety and those precipitated by the inherited dogmatic
demanded for the doctrine of predestination. Evangel and election bequeathed to
Puritan theology a double agenda, and the idea of the covenant became, at least in
some measure, the point of connection, if not also of reconciliation. So the one
covenant has two qualities: it is, on the one hand, the instrument of the mutuality
of divine-human commitment and, on the other hand, the instrument of God’s
sovereign rule in all that pertains to salvation. In the terminology of the Puritans
the covenant of grace is both conditional and absolute.120
Human daily actions and practices do matter in relation to salvation and eternal destiny.
Puritan covenant theology constantly affirms both the sovereign grace of God and human
responsibility in fulfilling covenantal promise.
The doctrine of predestination, they would affirm, can be thoroughly integrated
into the idea of covenant. For one thing, predestination does not abolish human
action, but enhances it, for the divine and the human must go together in
fulfillment of covenantal conditions. But further, the covenant, in the last analysis,
is also more than a conditional matters. Its fulfillment rests in a still prior sense
upon election by God, for the covenant likewise is absolute.121
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For example, Richard Sibbes says that in covenant “wee enter into tearmes of friendship
with God, in the Covenant of Grace.”122 Then Sibbes continues: “Now friends must have
the same mind, there must be an answering.”123 The conditional character of covenant
still remains here. Particularly the answering act is faith and following obedient life of
sanctification.
Now this answer is especially faith, when we believe, and from Faith, sanctified
obedience, that is called the restipulation, or engagement of a good conscience to
God, when the promise is made, wee engage our selves to believe, and to live as
Christians.124
Hence Von Rohr maintains: “Puritans, in affirming contingency but in denying
meritoriousness, avoided all charges of work-righteousness and yet saved the
conditionality of the covenant.”125
In this way, the covenant of redemption has practical relevance for salvation, a
Christian life of piety, and daily life as a response to God’s grace. As the following
chapters will show, the covenant of redemption in the trinitarian theology of Jonathan
Edwards presents instantiations of some of these practical implications. Before getting
into the manifestations of the practical relevance of the covenant of redemption in
Edwards’s theology, in the next chapter, we shall first examine Edwards’s own
articulation of the covenant of redemption. It will show that Edwards’s theology of the
covenant of redemption generally resonates with the articulation of the Protestant
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scholasticism surveyed above.

CHAPTER 3
TRINITY AND THE COVENANT OF REDEMPTION IN EDWARDS AND THE
REFORMED TRADITION
As was surveyed in the previous chapter, by the late seventeenth century, the
doctrine of the covenant of redemption was widely shared among the Reformed circles.
We will see in this chapter that Jonathan Edwards formulated his doctrine of the covenant
of redemption with this Reformed background in mind. The purpose of this chapter is to
exposit Edwards’s doctrine of the covenant of redemption and to show the basic
continuity and consistency between Edwards’s idea of the covenant of redemption and
that of his Reformed predecessors. The idea of the eternal pact between the Father and
the Son shows that God’s plan of redemption was already conceived in the eternal and
internal communion of the trinitarian persons. This eternal agreement of persons in the
Trinity indicates that God’s economic work of redemption is already implied in the
eternal communion of the immanent Trinity. The contention in modern readings that the
doctrine of the immanent Trinity is abstruse, speculative, and dissociated from God’s
economy in the world does not necessarily hold in this doctrinal scope. Since Edwards
articulated his doctrine of the covenant of redemption in the context of his doctrine of the
Trinity, it is pertinent to start with his exposition of the Trinity.
Jonathan Edwards’s Doctrine of the Trinity
Edwards starts his Discourse on the Trinity with an affirmation of the perfection
and self-sufficiency of God’s ad intra communion. For Edwards, this contentment and
happiness in God’s own self entails the co-essential but distinct three divine persons.
When we speak of God's happiness, the account that we are wont to give of it is
that God is infinitely happy in the enjoyment of himself, in perfectly beholding
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and infinitely loving, and rejoicing in, his own essence and perfections. And
accordingly it must be supposed that God perpetually and eternally has a most
perfect idea of himself, as it were an exact image and representation of himself
ever before him and in actual view. And from hence arises a most pure and
perfect energy in the Godhead, which is the divine love, complacence and joy.1
Enjoyment of oneself indicates having one’s own image and representation within
oneself. This idea of the self, according to Edwards, is the Son.2 Furthermore, the energy
in the Godhead as love, complacence, and joy between the Father and the Son proceeds
as the Holy Spirit.3 Edwards’s articulation of each divine person is in order.
When God reflects on himself in enjoyment, “The knowledge or view which God
has of himself must necessarily be conceived to be something distinct from his mere
direct existence.”4
[I]f God beholds himself so as thence to have delight and joy in himself, he must
become his own object: there must be a duplicity. There is God and the idea of
God, if it be proper to call a conception of that that is purely spiritual an idea.
And I do suppose the Deity to be truly and properly repeated by God's
thus having an idea of himself; and that this idea of God is a substantial idea and
has the very essence of God, is truly God, to all intents and purposes, and that by
this means the Godhead is really generated and repeated.5
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God’s having an idea of himself amounts to the self-repetition of the divine essence.
“This representation of the divine nature and essence is the divine nature and essence
again.”6 In this self-repetition and representation begets the second person of the Trinity.
Hereby there is another person begotten; there is another infinite, eternal,
almighty, and most holy and the same God, the very same divine nature.
And this person is the second person in the Trinity, the only begotten and
dearly beloved Son of God. He is the eternal, necessary, perfect, substantial and
personal idea which God hath of himself.7
God’s beholding of himself and enjoyment of the self entail the second person of the
Trinity.
While this account of the second person of the Trinity might sound speculative
for modern trinitarian theologians, it is notable to recognize here that Edwards confirms
this view based on ample examples from his biblical exegesis.8 For example, citing John
12:45, 14:7-9, and 15:22-24, Edwards argues:
Seeing the perfect idea of a thing is to all intents and purposes the same as seeing
the thing; it is not only equivalent to the seeing of it, but it is the seeing it: for
there is no other seeing but having the idea. Now by seeing a perfect idea, so far
as we see it we have it; but it can't be said of anything else, that in seeing of it we
see another, strictly speaking, except it be the very idea of the other.9
This proposition is corroborated by biblical representation of the Son as the “image of
God that is the object of God’s eternal and infinite love” (Proverbs 8:30),10 as “the face of
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God” (Exodus 33:14),11 as “the brightness, effulgence or shining forth of God’s glory,”12
as “the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24; Luke 11:49; Proverbs 8:22-31),13 as “the
logos of God,” or as “the AMEN” (truth).14
I think we may be bold to say that which is the form, face, and express and perfect
image of God, in beholding which God has eternal delight, and is also the wisdom,
knowledge, logos and truth of God, is God’s idea of himself. What other
knowledge of God is there that is the form, appearance, and perfect image and
representation of God, but God’s idea of himself?15
Edwards’s articulation of the inner trinitarian communion between the Father and the Son
is based on the divine revelation in Jesus Christ testified in the Scripture.
In other words, Edwards’s account of the second person in the immanent Trinity
is based on God’s economic work in the world. In this regard, Edwards makes a
significant remark here:
The inward word is the pattern or original of which the outward word, by which
God has revealed himself, is the copy. Now that which is the original, from
whence the revelation which God hath made of himself is taken and the pattern to
which it is conformed, is God’s idea of himself. When God declares himself, it is
doubtless from and according to the idea he hath of himself.16
This statement indicates that Edwards explicates the second person of the Trinity in the
immanent Trinity based on biblical revelation in God’s economic work. Using the terms
of Reformed scholastics, the ectypal manifestation of God’s trinitarian work in the world
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is based on and consistent with the archetypal inner-relatedness of God’s ad intra
communion. Because the Scripture testifies that God has revealed himself through his
Son, Jesus Christ, as his own image and representation, it is safely assumed that the
second person of the Trinity is the image and representation of God’s self in the
immanent Trinity also.
The same reasoning takes place when Edwards gives an account of the Holy
Spirit.17 For Edwards, the Holy Spirit is the deity in act, love and joy itself between the
Father and the Son.
The Godhead being thus begotten by God's having an idea of himself and
standing forth in a distinct subsistence or person in that idea, there proceeds a
most pure act, and an infinitely holy and sweet energy arises between the Father
and Son: for their love and joy is mutual, in mutually loving and delighting in
each other. Proverbs 8:30, “I was daily his delight, rejoicing always before
[him].” This is the eternal and most perfect and essential act of the divine nature,
wherein the Godhead acts to an infinite degree and in the most perfect manner
possible. The Deity becomes all act; the divine essence itself flows out and is as it
were breathed forth in love and joy. So that the Godhead therein stands forth in
yet another manner of subsistence, and there proceeds the third person in the
Trinity, the Holy Spirit, viz. the Deity in act: for there is no other act but the act of
the will.18
Edwards provides scriptural foundations for the proposition that the Holy Spirit is the
deity in act, the perfect love and joy flowing forth between the Father and the Son. First,
the Word of God tells that “the Godhead or the divine nature and essence does subsist in
love” (1 John 4:8).19 Second, the name of the third person of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit,
“expresses the divine nature as subsisting in pure act and perfect energy, and as flowing
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out and breathing forth in infinitely sweet and vigorous affection.”20 Third, this character
resonates with the work of the Holy Spirit with respect to creatures: “to quicken, enliven
and beautify all things; to sanctify intelligent [creatures]; and to comfort and delight
them” (Genesis 1:2; 1 John 4:12-13; 1 Thessalonians 1:6).21 Fourth, the emblem of the
Holy Spirit as love and diffusiveness resonates with types and metaphors used for the
Holy Spirit in Scripture such as “water, fire, breath, wind, oil, wine, a spring, a river, a
being poured out and shed forth, a being breathed forth” (Titus 3:5-6; Matthew 3:17;
Psalm 133:1-2; John 7:38-39; Psalm 36:8).22 Fifth, the idea that the Holy Spirit is the love
and delight can be confirmed by Scripture which testifies that “the saints’ communion
with God consists in their partaking of the Holy Ghost.”23
Communion is a common partaking of goods, either of excellency or happiness.
So that when it is said the saints have communion or fellowship with the Father
and with the Son, the meaning of it is that they partake with the Father and the
Son of their good.24
For Edwards, the Holy Spirit as love and happiness is amply demonstrated through
predicates attributed to the works of the Holy Spirit attested in Scripture.
While the New Testament frequently suggests that the Father loves the Son and
the Son loves the Father, deity and personhood of the Holy Spirit is not much articulated.
Edwards raises this question in his treatise on grace: “though we often read in Scripture
of the Father loving the Son, and the Son loving the Father, yet we never once read either
20
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of the Father or the Son loving the Holy Spirit, and the Spirit loving either of them.”25
Edwards’s answer to this question is simply that the Holy Spirit is the love itself between
the Father and the Son.
It is because the Holy Spirit is the divine love itself, the love of the Father and the
Son. Hence also it is to be accounted for, that we very often read of the love both
of the Father and the Son to men, and particularly their love to the saints; but we
never read of the Holy Ghost loving them, for the Holy Ghost is that love of God
and Christ that is breathed forth primarily towards each other, and flows out
secondarily towards the creature. This also will well account for it, that the
apostle Paul so often wishes grace, mercy and peace from God the Father, and
from the Lord Jesus Christ, in the beginning of his epistles, without even
mentioning the Holy Ghost, because the Holy Ghost is himself the love and grace
of God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.26
This implicit character of the Holy Spirit is the reason why the description of the divine
persons in the New Testament is seemingly “binitarian.”27 This “hiddenness” of the Holy
Spirit is due to the fact that the Holy Spirit is the bond of union itself between the Father
and the Son.28 The holiness of God consists in “his love, especially in the perfect and
intimate union and love there is between the Father and the Son.”29 In fact, “the Spirit
that proceeds from the Father and the Son is the bond of this union.”30 As Roland A.
Delattre points out, “God’s holiness is not simply an idea or quality of God but is

25

Jonathan Edwards, Treatise on Grace, in WJE, 21:186.

26

Edwards, Treatise on Grace, in WJE, 21:186.

27

Caldwell, Communion in the Spirit, 48.

28

Caldwell, Communion in the Spirit, 47.

29

Edwards, Treatise on Grace, in WJE, 21:186.

30

Edwards, Treatise on Grace, in WJE, 21:186. See also Studebaker, Jonathan Edwards’ Social
Augustinian Trinitarianism, 196-199.

75

something of the substantial reality of God’s very being”31 because this mutual love
between the Father and the Son is the Holy Spirit. This portrayal of the Holy Spirit as the
bond of union between the Father and the Son is, as Studebaker points out, “a key datum
for locating Edwards within the Augustinian trinitarian tradition.”32
It is true that Edwards wrote at one point that reason can sufficiently tell that there
must be three distinctions within the deity. He says:
[R]eason is sufficient to tell us that there must be these distinctions in the Deity,
viz. of God (absolutely considered), and the idea of God, and love and delight;
and there are no other real distinctions in God that can be thought [of].33
Yet as has been shown above, it is also to be noted that Edwards was convinced that what
reason can plumb is consistent with and can be confirmed by revelation in God’s
economic work attested in Scripture. Even this seemingly speculative account of the
ontological contours of the immanent Trinity is actually developed within the scope of
the economic work of the Trinity ad extra. As Sang Hyun Lee points out, the intimate
connection between the immanent and the economic Trinity is crucial to unpack
Edwards’s trinitarian theology.
The continuity of the immanent and economic Trinity is a hallmark of Edwards’
theology. For Edwards, God’s inner life is not a puzzle subject to theologians
speculations but rather a living truth about God that emerges from the believers’
heartfelt experiences of God’s self-communication of himself in Jesus Christ and
in all history and space. What believers have experienced from God’s redemptive
activities in their own lives is a reflection of the way God himself is in his own
31
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life ad intra. In this way, Edwards restores the Trinity doctrine’s original
connection with the lived faith of the Christian community.34
The economic Trinity is the ad extra ectypal unfolding of the immanent Trinity: God ad
intra as the archetype. With this exposition of the crux of Edwards’s ontological Trinity,
it is pertinent to move into his discourse on the covenant of redemption.
Definition of the Covenant of Redemption in Edwards
Edwards provides a definition of the covenant of redemption that is broadly
consistent with that of the Reformed tradition explored in the previous chapter.
According to Edwards, the covenant of redemption is “the eternal Covenant that there
was between the F & the Son which X undertook to stand as mediator for fallen men.”35
The definition of the covenant of redemption as the eternal agreement between the Father
and the Son for the purpose of redeeming the elect is consistent between Edwards and the
preceding Reformed tradition.
Edwards’s most developed articulation of the covenant of redemption can be
found in his miscellany 1062. This miscellany was first published by Egbert C. Smyth in
1880 with the tile: Observations concerning the Scripture Oeconomy of the Trinity and
Covenant of Redemption.36 On this miscellany, Sang Lee notes: “Edwards strongly
affirmed the equal divinity of each of the persons of the Trinity, but at the same time he
34
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talked about an order of being and of acting among them upon which God’s activities are
based.”37 With this observation in mind, Lee discerns five interrelated levels in
Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity.
First, according to Lee, Edwards affirms “the ontological equality of the three
persons.”38 Edwards states:
Tis very manifest that the persons of the Trinity are not inferior one to another in
glory and excellency of nature. The Son, for instance, is not inferior to the Father
in glory; for he is the brightness of his glory, the very image of the Father and the
express and perfect image of his person. And therefore the Father's infinite
happiness is in him, and the way that the Father enjoys the glory of the Deity is in
enjoying him.39
Because the Son is the repetition and image of the Father and the Holy Spirit is himself
love and joy between the Father and the Son, all three persons are ontologically equal.
Lee says that the second level is “the order of subsisting among the three persons, and
is a matter of their origin and relation.”40 Because “with respect to his subsistence he is
wholly from the Father and begotten by him,” the Father has “a priority of subsistence”
though it is not “superiority.” Hence, there is “a kind of dependence of the Son, in his
subsistence, on the Father.”41 In the same way, because the Holy Spirit proceeds from the
Father and the Son, the Holy Spirit is “in some respect dependent” on them.42 These
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priority and dependence derive from “the natural order of the eternal and necessary
subsistence of the persons of the Trinity.”43
Third, Lee sees the correspondence between the order of subsisting and the order
of acting in Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity. There is an “order of their acting that is
agreeable to the order of their subsisting.”44 Edwards explains:
[T]hat as the Father is first in the order of subsisting, so he should be first in the
order of acting; that as the other two persons are from the Father in their
subsistence, and as to their subsistence naturally originated from him and
dependent on him, so that, in all that they act, they should originate from him, act
from him and in a dependence on him; that as the Father, with respect to the
subsistences, is the fountain of the Deity, wholly and entirely so, so he should be t
the fountain in all the acts of the Deity.45
Because three persons have specific order and manner of subsistence, whenever divine
persons move forth to economic transactions, it is fitting that they act in accordance with
this order of subsistence. As Lee notes, these three prior levels constitute the background
for the covenant of redemption.46 While it is God’s disposition to communicate his glory,
the concrete decision to choose a particular method and scheme for channeling out this
disposition should logically follow the order of procession and acting among the divine
persons. The covenant of redemption, which is “an establishment of wisdom wonderfully
contriving a particular method for the most conveniently obtaining a great end,” and “that
establishment that is founded in fitness and decency and the natural order of the eternal
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and necessary subsistence of the persons of the Trinity” need to be distinguished.47 The
latter (the necessary subsistence) constitutes the background and foundation for the
former (the covenant of redemption).
Thus Lee lists the fourth level, namely, the covenant of redemption: “the
agreement that the Father and the Son primarily make in their plans to redeem the fallen
creation.”48 This is a new determination added to the prior natural constitution and
necessary subsistence.
It is evident by the Scripture that there is an eternal covenant between some of the
persons of the Trinity about that particular affair of man's redemption; and
therefore that some things that appertain to the particular office of each person,
and their particular order and manner of acting in this affair, does result from a
particular, new agreement, and not merely from the order already fixed in a
preceding establishment founded in the nature of things, together with the new
determination of redeeming mankind. There is something else new besides a new,
particular determination of a work to be done for God's glorifying and
communicating himself: there is a particular covenant entered into about that very
affair, settling something new concerning the part that some, at least, of the
persons are to act in that affair.49
This covenantal transaction is initiated by the Father, which is very much in line with the
account of the Protestant orthodoxy surveyed in the previous chapter.50 The Father makes
a proposal regarding the redemption of a portion of the fallen humanity.
It is the Father that begins that great transaction of the eternal covenant of
redemption, is the first mover in it, and acts in every respect as Head in that affair.
He determines to allow a redemption, and for whom it shall be. He pitches upon a
person for a Redeemer. He proposes the matter unto him, offers him authority for
the office, proposes precisely what he should do as the terms of man's redemption,
47
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and all the work that he should perform in this affair, and the reward he should
receive, and the success he should have.51
In response to the Father’s proposal, the Son agrees and consents to this plan of
redemption freely, without compulsion or obligation. This pact is “a free covenant
entered into between him and his Son,” and by entering this covenant, “the Son (though
he acts on the proposal of the Father) yet acts as one wholly in his own right, as much as
the Father, being not under subjection or prescription in his consenting to what is
proposed to him, but acting as of himself.”52
The fifth level in Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity, according to Lee, derives
from this new arrangement called the covenant of redemption.53 It entails “a new kind of
subordination and mutual obligation between two of the persons, arising from this new
establishment.”54 As a consequence of the mutual covenant between the Father and the
Son, mutually agreed subordination takes place. This mutually agreed subordination
involves more than the natural order of subsistence of persons of the Trinity. Given that
the Father is, as “supreme rector, legislator and judge,” the person who is “especially
injured by sin, and who is therefore the person whose wrath is enkindled, and whose
justice and vengeance is to be executed and must be satisfied,” it seems natural that the
Father is the first mover who initiates this covenantal proposal to the Son.55 However,
Edwards also hastily adds that the covenant of redemption is, though based on the prior
51

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 1062, in WJE, 20:435-436.

52

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 1062, in WJE, 20:436.

53

Lee, “Editor’s Introduction,” in WJE, 21:29.

54

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 1062, in WJE, 20:437.

55

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 1062, in WJE, 20:433.

81

natural order of subsistence and consistent with it, an agreement that includes something
more and new. That is to say, in the covenant of redemption, the Father prescribes to the
Son humiliation and subjection far beyond what the natural order of subsistence would
entail.
The whole tenor of the gospel holds this forth: that the Son acts altogether freely,
and as in his own right, in undertaking the great and difficult and self-abasing
work of our redemption, and that he becomes obliged to the Father with respect to
it by voluntary covenant engagements, and not by any establishment prior thereto;
so that he merits infinitely of the Father in entering into and fulfilling these
engagements. The Father, merely by his economical prerogative, can direct and
prescribe to the other persons of the Trinity in all things not below their
economical character. But all those things that imply something below the infinite
majesty and glory of divine persons, and which they can't do without as it were
laying aside the divine glory, and stooping infinitely below the height of that g
lory, those things are below their oeconomical divine character, and therefore the
Father can't prescribe to other persons anything of this nature, without a new
establishment by free covenant empowering him so to do. But what is agreed for
with the Son concerning his coming into the world in such a state of humiliation,
and what he should do and suffer in that state, is his descending to a state
infinitely below his divine dignity; and therefore the Father has no right to
prescribe to him with regard to those things, unless as invested with a right by free
covenant engagements of his Son.56
Because this transaction for the redemption of the elect requires “stooping infinitely
below the height” of the divine glory of the Son, it necessitates a new establishment in
which both the Father and the Son voluntarily come into an agreement.
In this agreement, the Son takes on human flesh and comes down into the world
by humbling himself, and the Father empowers the Son to carry out this plan of
redemption by bestowing the Father’s authority. On the part of the Son, under this newly
established pact, he undertakes “to put himself into a new kind of subjection to the Father,
far below that of his oeconomical station, even the subjection of a proper servant to the
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Father and one under his law,” “engaging to become a creature, and so to put himself in
the proper circumstances of a servant.”57 On the part of the Father, he “acquires a new
right of headship and authority over the Son, to command him and prescribe to him and
rule over him as his proper lawgiver and judge.” At the same time, the Father also
“comes under new obligation to the Son, to give him such success, rewards, etc.”58
Furthermore, the Father commissions the Son as his “vicegerent.” The Father appoints
the Son as the “head of authority and rule to the universe, as Lord and Judge of all.”59
Though this authority belongs to the Father according to the natural order of subsistence,
according to the covenant of redemption, the Son is by the Father “advanced into his
throne, by having the Father's authority committed unto him, to rule in his name and as
his vicegerent.”60 This is the reward and special arrangement that obtains until the end of
the world when God’s plan of redemption is completed.
This the Father promised him in the covenant of redemption, as a reward for the
forementioned subjection and obedience that he engaged in that covenant. And to
put him under greater advantages to obtain the success of his labors and sufferings
in the work of redemption, this vicarious dominion of the Son is to continue to the
end of the world, when the work of redemption will be finished, and the ends of
the covenant of redemption obtained, when things will return to be administered
by the Trinity only according to their economical order.61
In this way, based on the internal glory and excellency equally shared among the
persons of the Trinity and still inherent natural order of personal subsistence, the Father
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and the Son set out into a mutual agreement that goes beyond the natural order of God’s
internal being in order to put into practice God’s plan of redemption for the elect. This is
Edwards’s covenant of redemption.
As noted in chapter 1, Amy Plantinga Pauw finds in Edwards’s doctrine of the
Trinity two strands: the social vein and the psychological vein.62 According to this
paradigm, the articulation of the Trinity in Discourse on the Trinity indicates the
psychological vein, whereas the discussion of the covenant of redemption signifies the
social model of the Trinity. Thus, Plantinga Pauw concludes about Edwards’s doctrine of
the covenant of redemption that an “unnuanced social model of the Trinity risks
succumbing to tritheism.”63
However, this is an anachronistic application of the threeness-oneness paradigm
to a trinitarian theology of the eighteenth century.64 While Edwards does use words such
as “family” and “society” when he articulates the doctrine of the Trinity,65 this usage
does not imply the social trinitarian sense in a modern sense today as Plantinga Pauw
takes it.66 If she charges that Edwards’s doctrine of the covenant of redemption is
tritheism, then, given that Edwards follows his Reformed predecessors in the rendition of
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this doctrine, her charge has to be applied also to other Reformed scholastics such as
David Dickson, Herman Witsius, Petrus van Mastricht, and Francis Turretin.
In an initial observation, it seems that the picture of two divine persons consulting
with each other making an agreement looks closer to a social trinitarian model where
each person has his own consciousness and will. This is why Plantinga Pauw charges the
doctrine of the covenant of redemption as “anthropomorphism”67 and contends that “the
notion of pactum salutis, the eternal covenant of redemption made between the Father
and the Son on behalf of human sinners, lent itself to a variety of explicitly social
metaphors for the Godhead.”68 However, as Studebaker and Caldwell point out, it is to be
noted that “the entire discussion assumes a logically prior decision by the Godhead to
reflect economically the order of the immanent subsistent relations.”69 Thus even a
covenantal transaction between the Father and the Son assumes subsistence of divine
persons in one substance,70 the Son as the divine understanding and the Holy Spirit as
divine will. Even in the transaction of the covenant of redemption made by distinct
trinitarian persons, “the ontological and scholastic definition of person was most
fundamental to his trinitarian thinking.”71
Plantinga Pauw’s charge of tritheism is based on her interpretation of Edwards’s
doctrine of divine simplicity. The Reformed doctrine of divine simplicity maintains that
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the divine being and action are one and divine attributes are identical with the divine
being.72 In other words, the being of God is non-composite.73 Plantinga Pauw seems to
think that this doctrine is incompatible with Edwards’s articulation of the Trinity based
on the idea of excellency.74 In his miscellany 117, Edwards writes: “[W]e have shown
that one alone cannot be excellent, inasmuch as, in such case, there can be no consent.
Therefore, if God is excellent, there must be a plurality in God; otherwise, there can be
no consent in him.”75 Hence, Plantinga Pauw thinks that “Excellency largely supplanted
simplicity as a marker of divine perfection in Edwards’s thought” and hence Edwards
departed from his Reformed tradition of divine simplicity.76 Thus she concludes: “While
not entirely absent, his use of the simplicity tradition was infrequent and idiosyncratic.”77
However, despite the charge of Edwards’s departure from the Reformed tradition
of the divine simplicity, Edwards actually maintained the doctrine of divine simplicity as
one of his basic assumptions in the doctrine of the Trinity. In his miscellany 308,
Edwards argues:
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In the first place, we don't suppose that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost
are three distinct beings that have three distinct understandings. It is the divine
essence understands, and it is the divine essence is understood; 'tis the divine
being that loves, and it is the divine being that is loved. The Father understands,
the Son understands, and the Holy Ghost understands, because every one is the
same understanding divine essence; and not that each of them have a distinct
understanding of their own.78
As Studebaker notes, this means that “each divine person understands because each is
identical with the one understanding essence.”79 This is consistent with the traditional
Reformed understanding of divine simplicity. Edwards is able to talk about the
generation of the Son from the Father, the procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father
and the Son, and the identity of all these three persons in one essence, precisely because
of the doctrine of divine simplicity. “Divine simplicity is the ground,” Studebaker argues,
for the “identification of the divine persons with the divine essence.”80 Hence, “far from a
marginalized doctrine, simplicity was a central presupposition for Edwards’
understanding of the trinitarian God.”81
While Plantinga Pauw appears to think that divine simplicity and divine
excellency are not compatible with each other, traditionally Reformed theology
conceived divine simplicity as the foundation for the doctrine of the Trinity. Plantinga
Pauw thinks that “the existence of distinct personal agency within the Trinity” would
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“disturb the uncompundedness of the Deity”82 Yet “from the time of the fathers onward,
divine simplicity was understood as a support of the doctrine of the Trinity and
necessarily defined in such a manner as to argue the ‘manifold’ as well as the noncomposite character of God.”83 The “simplicity-Excellency dilemma” simply does not
exist in Edwards.84 In short, the doctrine of divine simplicity and relational excellency of
three divine persons do not contradict with each other in Edwards and this is consistent
with his preceding Reformed tradition.
Certainly Edwards does not simply repeat the traditional discourse on the doctrine
of the Trinity. At least he finds two areas to be reconceived in his Reformed theological
tradition. First, Edwards attempts to reevaluate the place of the Holy Spirit in relation to
other divine persons. He thinks that the traditional interpretation of the Holy Spirit as the
agent of applying the benefits of salvation to the elect is not enough. The Spirit “does not
merely apply the benefits of redemption procured by Christ,” but rather the Spirit “is the
benefit of redemption.”85
Merely to apply to us or immediately to give or hand to us the blessing purchased
after it was purchased (as subservient to the other two persons), is but a little thing
to the purchasing of it by the paying an infinite price by Christ's offering up
himself in sacrifice to procure; and 'tis but a little thing to God the Father's giving
his infinitely dear Son to be a sacrifice for us, and upon his purchase to afford to
us all the blessings of his purchase.86
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Accordingly, Edwards thinks that the Holy Spirit is equal in glory to the Son because the
Holy Spirit himself is the thing purchased. Edwards says: “to be [the] thing purchased
was as much as to be the price: the price, and the thing bought with that price, are
equal.”87
Second, he had a difficulty in interpreting the relation between divine attributes
and the divine essence. Edwards says:
It is a maxim amongst divines that everything that is in God is God, which must
be understood of real attributes and not of mere modalities. If a man should tell
me that the immutability of God is God, or that the omnipresence of God and
authority of God [is God], I should not be able to think of any rational meaning of
what he said.88
While Plantinga Pauw concedes based on this passage that “Edwards self-consciously
departed from the scholastic and Puritan consensus regarding the identity of all of God’s
attributes with God,”89 it seems that the better assessment is that he simply misunderstood
this scholastic maxim.90 The maxim certainly does not mean that the immutability of God
is God. Rather, the “modification of the syntax to ‘God is immutable’ captures the
meaning of the doctrine.”91 Given that Edwards maintained the doctrine of divine
simplicity as was seen above, rather than hastily concluding that Edwards departed from
the Reformed tradition, it is more plausible to say that for “whatever reason, this
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explanation eluded Edwards.”92 Hence Studebaker and Caldwell conclude: “His
misunderstanding of the scholastic maxim, then, is the anomaly in his doctrine of
simplicity that is otherwise consistent with the Reformed scholastic notion of the
doctrine.”93 Both the modification of the status of the Holy Spirit and the irregular
misunderstanding of the simplicity, then, are within the scope of the broader Reformed
tradition Edwards inherited.
Biblical Foundation of the Covenant of Redemption in Edwards
As overviewed in the previous chapter, the doctrine of the covenant of redemption
came into being through exegetical works in collation and comparison of several texts in
the Old and the New Testaments. With numerous preceding biblical exegesis and collated
comparisons, perhaps Edwards did not have to establish the biblical foundation of the
doctrine of the covenant of redemption. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify some of
the key texts used to formulate the doctrine in the era of the Reformed orthodoxy such as
Psalms 40, Isaiah 53, 1 Peter 1, Luke 22, and Ephesians 1 also appear as Edwards refers
to the covenant of redemption in preaching these texts.94
For example, when Edwards preached Psalm 40:6-8 on true sacrifice, he saw the
execution of the covenant of redemption in Christ’s sacrifice and obedience to the will of
the Father.
Christ was under no obligation to offer it till he became mediator, not till he had
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undertaken to be our surety; indeed, consider him as having already undertaken
and having become mediator. And so he became the Father's servant: he was
subject to his command, and it was in obedience to his command that he laid
down his life. But he was under no obligation to become mediator: that was what
he freely consented to in the covenant of redemption.95
Christ the mediator’s sacrifice as obedience to the Father was the eternal covenant of
redemption put into practice.
Also, with regard to Isaiah 53:10-12, “there were virtually no exegetes in the
precritical tradition who did not identify this, together with the other Servant Songs, as
teaching of Christ and his work.”96 Reformed scholastics such as Witsius, Coccejus,
Burgess, Dickson and Bulkeley cited this text as they formulated this doctrine as a part of
their collated exegetical work.97 Aligned with these theologians of Reformed orthodoxy,
Edwards sees in the suffering servant the life and work of redemption of Jesus Christ.
Christ's success in his work of redemption, in bringing home souls to himself,
applying his saving benefits by his spirit, and the advancement of the kingdom of
grace in the world, is the reward especially promised to him by his Father in the
covenant of redemption, for the hard and difficult service he performed while in
the form of a servant; as is manifest by Isaiah 53:10–12.98
Edwards sees in the life and work of Jesus Christ the execution of the eternal covenant of
redemption.
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Another frequently cited passage that contributed to the formulation of the
doctrine is 1 Peter 1:20. Herman Witsius, Gulielmus Bucanus, and William Perkins all
refer to this passage as they discuss either the covenant of redemption or its trinitarian
background.99 When Edwards expounds the covenant of redemption, he also cites 1 Peter
1:20 (“Who verily was ordained before the foundation of the world, but was manifest in
these last times for you”). Then he continues:
And Christ from all eternity, from his great love to them, undertook to stand for
their security, and to die for them. Christ became engaged to the Father to become
incarnate, to go through such great labors and extreme sufferings in these
conditions; that such and such particular persons might be redeemed, might have
all their sins pardoned, and might have eternal life, who were the objects of his
eternal love. And God the Father did in that covenant of redemption, give such
and such persons by name to Jesus Christ from his eternal love to them.100
Texts that pertain to God’s eternal appointment of the redeemer and the election of his
people that date back to before the foundation of the world contributed to the formation
of this doctrine.
Furthermore, Luke 22:29 is also often cited as Reformed scholastics discuss the
covenant of redemption.101 Edwards sees in Luke 22:29 (“I do by covenant dispose unto
you a kingdom, as my father by covenant disposed unto me”) a correlation between the
covenant of redemption and the covenant of grace. As the Greek word “διατιθεμαι” is
also used in Acts 3:25 (“Ye are the children of the prophets and of the covenant which
99
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God made [διαθησομαι] with our fathers”) and Hebrews 8:10 (“This is the covenant I
will make [διαθησομαι] with the house of Israel”), Edwards concludes that the noun
“διαθηκη” that comes from this verb signifies “covenant, which is the word translated
‘covenant’ in the New Testament.”102 Edwards says: “That the parties contracting in the
covenant of redemption are the Father and the Son, but the parties contracting in the
covenant of grace, Christ and believers, is what seems to be taught in that Luke 22:29.”103
Because the Son inherited the kingdom from his Father, the Son can confer the kingdom
to the elect.104
Ephesians 1:1-15 is another text often cited when Reformed scholastics develop
the doctrine of the covenant of redemption.105 Edwards also refers to this passage when
he articulates that all divine decrees are in some way or another related to the covenant of
redemption. “Hence all the decrees of God are spoken of in Scripture as one purpose
which God purposed in Christ Jesus (Ephesians 1:9–11).”106 Moreover, when Edwards
expounds that all eternal decrees and counsels are subordinate to one “grand affair” of
redemption, the covenant of redemption, and the purpose is to magnify God’s infinitely
rich mercy, he cites Ephesians 1:5-7 together with Romans 9:23 and Ephesians 2:4-7.
But God's declared design in this grand affair is to magnify the infinite riches of
his grace. Romans 9:23, "That he might make known the riches of his glory on the
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vessels of mercy." Ephesians 1:5–7, "Having predestinated us unto the adoption
of children by Jesus Christ to himself, according to the good pleasure of his will,
to the praise of the glory of his grace, wherein he hath made us accepted in the
beloved. In whom we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins,
according to the riches of his grace." And Ephesians 2, Ephesians 2:4–7, "But
God, who is rich in mercy, for his great love wherewith he loved us, even when
we were dead in sins, hath quickened us together with Christ, (by grace ye are
saved); and hath raised us up together, and made us sit together in heavenly places
in Christ Jesus: that in the ages to come he might show the exceeding riches of his
grace in his kindness toward us through Christ Jesus."107
Because these texts support that the elect have been predestined to be saved as God’s
adopted children from before the foundation of the world, together with other collated
texts, it was plausible that the doctrine of the covenant of redemption came into being.
In sum, many of the key Bible texts that collectively formulated the doctrine of
the covenant of redemption in the preceding era also appear in Edwards’s own
articulation of this doctrine. Edwards owned several books that address the covenant of
redemption written by major reformed scholastics such as Oeconomia foederum by
Herman Witsius, William Perkins’s (1558-1602) Works that includes The Golden Chaine,
Samuel Willard’s (1640-1707) The Doctrine of the Covenant of Redemption,108 Petrus
van Mastricht’s (1630-1706) Theoretico-practica theologia,109 or Francis Turretin’s
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(1623-1687) Institutio theologiae elencticae.110 Contrary to Loonstra and Beckwith who
argue that the doctrine of pactum salutis is not supported by plausible exegetical
groundwork, this doctrine actually came into being “out of a concerted examination of a
series of biblical texts, collated with one another, according to the typical methods of the
era, in concert with a series of theological issues, both positive and polemical.”111 Based
on the biblical texts Edwards uses to infer the doctrine of the covenant of redemption, it
seems plausible to say that Edwards formulates this doctrine in line with the preceding
exegetical works of Reformed scholastics.
Doctrinal Formulation of the Covenant of Redemption in Edwards
Perry Miller argues that Edwards “threw over the whole covenant scheme” and
“declared God unfettered by any agreement or obligation.”112 Furthermore, Miller
maintains that “The Federal Theology is conspicuous in his sermon by its utter
absence.”113 However, the preceding examination amply shows that the opposite is
actually the case. That is to say, Jonathan Edwards inherited a continental and English
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Puritan Reformed tradition of covenant theology.114 As Bruce Stephens summarizes,
“The idea of the covenant is grounded in the doctrine of the trinity, and rather than
abandoning covenant theology, Edwards sought to restore its trinitarian base.”115 In this
section, I lay out contours of the doctrine of the covenant of redemption in Edwards in
relation to the doctrine of divine decree, covenant of works, and covenant of grace.
As was seen in the previous chapter, the divine decree of redemption logically
precedes the establishment of covenant. Even the eternal covenant of redemption is
logically preceded by divine decree of redeeming the sinners. “[T]he covenant itself,”
Kevin Woongsan Kang writes, “is established in the first place for the purpose of
redemption as a way/method/means to execute the decree of salvation.”116 God’s
covenant arrangement is to establish a framework through which God’s decree of the
redemption of the elect is carried into practice. This precedence of the divine decree over
the covenant of redemption is true also in Edwards.
God could not decree before the foundation of the world, to save all that should
believe in, and obey Christ, unless he had absolutely decreed that salvation should
be provided, and effectually wrought out by Christ.117
Edwards makes a distinction between the covenant of redemption and the
covenant of grace. On the one hand, the covenant of redemption is “The covenant of God
the Father with the Son, and with all the elect in him, whereby things are said to be given
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in Christ before the world began, and to be promised before the world began.”118 On the
other hand, referring to the covenant of grace as the marriage covenant, Edwards explains:
“There is another covenant that is the marriage covenant between Christ and the soul, the
covenant of union, or whereby the soul becomes united to Christ.”119 These two
covenants are “by no means to be confounded one with another.”120
Yet as Kang notes, “it is often found to be the case in Edwards that neither the
covenant of redemption nor the covenant of grace are conceived apart from one
another.”121 Ultimately Edwards perceives these two covenants within a unified
perspective of God’s overarching work of redemption.122
The due consideration of these things may perhaps reconcile the difference
between those divines that think [the covenant of redemption] and the covenant of
grace the same, and those that think 'em different. The covenant that God the
Father makes with believers is indeed the very same with the covenant of
redemption made with Christ before the foundation of the world, or at least is
entirely included in it.123
For Edwards, the covenant of grace is included in the covenant of redemption in the sense
that the covenant of grace stems from the eternal covenant in the immanent Trinity. The
covenant of grace is a part of the movement that originates from the covenant of
redemption and reaches out to the world. In his sermon on Hebrews 13:8, Edwards
maintains: “And the covenant of grace is not essentially different from the covenant of
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redemption: it is but an expression of it: it is only that covenant of redemption partly
revealed to mankind for their encouragement, faith, and comfort.”124 Thus for Edwards,
the covenant of grace is “not a different covenant but understood to be the continuation of,
or within the scope of, the covenant of redemption.” Simply put, the covenant of grace is
“but an expression of the eternal covenant of redemption in time.”125
As Kang correctly points out, the center that unifies the covenant of redemption
and the covenant of grace is Jesus Christ. Christ is “a center that holds them together in
one perspective.”126 In the same sermon Edwards declares:
And therefore the fact that Christ never departs from the covenant of redemption,
infers that he will never departs from the covenant of grace; for all that was
promised to men in the covenant of grace, was agreed on between the Father and
the Son in the covenant of redemption.127
When the eternal pact was made between the Father and the Son, via the union with
Christ, the Father envisaged the entire church elect, saints as the people of God.
When the promises were made to Christ (the covenant of grace), he was not alone
without us in God’s mind. Likewise, when the promises are made to us (the
covenant of grace), we are not alone without Christ. Thus for Edwards, Christ
puts these covenants in one perspective. Also, the fact that the Father made the
covenants not directly with us but with Christ highlights that Christ is the center
in both covenants. The former is made in eternity and the latter is the
manifestation of the former in time.128
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[T]he covenant that God made with Christ (covenant of redemption) is in essence
no different from the covenant that He made with Christ’s spouse (covenant of
grace) because Christ (Head) and spouse (member) are united as one in God’s
sight. The union idea actually binds the covenants into a perspective.129
Because Christ is both in covenant with the Father and the church elect at the same time,
the covenant of redemption and the covenant of grace are ultimately one covenant.
Edwards also sees the relation between the covenant of grace and the covenant of
works in a unified perspective. For Edwards, the covenant of works has never lost its
validity. The covenant of works is that “which God entered into with angels and men, is
what God will never depart from.” It is “an eternal rule of righteousness” that requires
“perfect obedience as the condition of eternal life.”130 In fact, Edwards plainly states:
“God never made but one with man to wit, the covenant of works; which never yet was
abrogated, but is a covenant stands in full force to all eternity without the failing of one
tittle.”131 In this sense, the covenant of works as God’s law stands forever.
The difference between the covenant of works and the covenant of grace, then, is
the agent who fulfills the required legal standard. When humankind fell in sin and failed
to honor God’s law, the Son of God instead fulfilled the obedience to the divine law on
behalf of the elect.
It therefore became Christ, seeing that in assuming man to himself, he sought a
title to this eternal happiness for him, after he had broken the law, that he himself
should become subject to God's authority, and be in the form of a servant, that he
might do that honor to God's authority for him, by his obedience which God at
first required of man, as the condition of his having a title to that reward. Christ
came into the world to that end, to render the honor of God's authority and law,
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consistent with the salvation and eternal life of sinners; he came to save them, and
yet withal to assert and vindicate the honor of the Lawgiver, and his holy law.132
The works “as the condition to the first Adam is fulfilled by Christ the second Adam’s
work.”133 Edwards says:
The covenant of grace is not another covenant made with man upon the
abrogation of this, but a covenant made with Christ to fulfill it. And for this end
came Christ into the world, to fulfill the law, or covenant of works, for all that
receive him.134
In sum, “In form and substance, the two covenants are largely continuous, and the second
is related to the first as means to end.”135 “Adam’s failure as the first head/surety did not
nullify headship altogether,” Kang summarizes, “The headship is picked up and
continued by Christ, thus, our second head/surety.”136
This understanding of the relation between the covenant of works and the
covenant of grace is basically consistent with the broader Reformed and Puritan tradition.
William K. B. Stoever sums up the relation between these two covenants:
In Puritan covenant theology, the terms and the form of God’s dealing with
mankind for salvation are established in the covenant of works at the foundation
of the world, and the covenant of grace functions as a means of applying to the
elect the righteousness obtained by Christ, who satisfies the conditions of the first
covenant. Under the covenant of grace, obedience is performed for men by Christ,
the resulting righteousness belonging personally to Christ and being imputed to
men by God.”137
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Therefore, as was in the relation between the covenant of redemption and the covenant of
grace, here too, Christ as the second Adam and the surety of the elect holds the covenant
of works and the covenant of grace together. Based on the examination above, we can
conclude that the covenant of works and the covenant of grace are unfolding and
manifesting the eternal covenant of redemption in time. Ultimately, diverse
manifestations of covenants in time can be seen as the execution of the eternal covenant
of redemption. Jonathan Edwards shares this basic understanding of the pactum salutis
with his Reformed predecessors.
The Unity of the Immanent and the Economic Trinity
For the purpose of this study, it is to be noted that Edwards here develops his
discussion on the covenant of redemption while he painstakingly makes efforts to
underscore the unity between the immanent and the economic Trinity. In this respect too
Edwards is consistent with the Reformed tradition where the covenant of redemption
functions as a bridge and nexus between the immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity.
The following three examples cumulatively confirm the coherency between the immanent
and the economic Trinity in Edwards’s theology.
First, even the so-called new arrangement between the Father and the Son
subsequent to the covenant of redemption is consistent with the prior natural order of
subsistence. As examined in the previous section, the covenant of redemption does
involve something new and different from the mere inherent order of subsistence.
Nonetheless, Edwards reiterates that even this new scheme takes place in a way
consistent with the natural order of subsistence among the persons of the Trinity. For
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example, with regard to the relation between the Father and the other persons, Edwards
states:
It must be observed that this subordination that two of the persons of the Trinity
come into by the covenant of redemption is not contrary to their economical order,
but in several respects agreeable to it, though it be new in kind. Thus if either the
Father or the Son be brought into the subjection of a servant to the other, it is
much more agreeable to the economy of the Trinity that it should be the latter,
who by that economy is already under the Father as his head. That the Father
should be servant to the Son would be contrary to the economy and natural order
of the persons of the Trinity.138
'Tis fit that the order of the acting of the persons of the Trinity should be
agreeable to the order of their subsisting: that as the Father is first in the order of
subsisting, so he should be first in the order of acting; that as the other two
persons are from the Father in their subsistence, and as to their subsistence
naturally originated from him and dependent on him.139
When the covenantal pact was made between the Father and the Son, it was fitting that it
was not the Father but the Son who took the role of a servant and came down to the world
given that the Son is originally under the headship of the Father in their natural order of
subsistence. As Studebaker and Caldwell note, “It is the ontological nature of the divine
persons that forms the framework for their activity in redemption.”140
Second, strikingly, Edwards uses the term “economy” even when he describes the
natural order of subsistence within the immanent Trinity. For example, when Edwards
articulates the basic continuity between the natural order of subsistence in God ad intra
and the work of redemption ad extra, he emphasizes that obedient works of divine
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persons in God’s redemptive work take place in accord with “economical character and
station.”141
The obedience which the Son of God performs to the Father even in the affair of
man's redemption, or as Redeemer or Mediator, before his humiliation, and also
that obedience he performs as God-man after his humiliation, when as God-man
he is exalted to the glory he had before, is no more than flows from his
economical office or character, although it be occasioned by the determination or
decree of the work of redemption, which is something [new], yea is occasioned by
the covenant of redemption. Yet that decree and covenant being supposed, such
an obedience as he performs in his divine glory follows of course from his
economical character and station; nor is it any other kind of obedience than what
that character requires.142
God’s economic work of redemption unfolds in the world in a way that is consistent with
the economy of order that already exists within the eternal communion among the three
divine persons. The economic Trinity unfolds itself according to the pattern already built
in the immanent Trinity.
Third, Edwards clearly sees the correspondence between God ad intra and God
ad extra when he sees a parallel pattern between God and the human. Expounding on
God’s communication of himself ad extra, “which is what is called his glory,” Edwards
writes:
This communication is of two sorts: the communication that consists in
understanding or idea, which is summed up in the knowledge of God; and the
other is in the will, consisting in love and joy, which may be summed up in the
love and enjoyment of God. Thus that which proceeds from God ad extra is
agreeable to the twofold subsistences which proceed from him ad intra, which is
the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Son being the idea of God or the knowledge of
God, and the Holy Ghost which is the love of God and joy in God.143
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God communicates himself to human beings through their faculties of understanding
(knowledge) and will (love and joy) because God himself subsists in the Son as the
knowledge of God and in the Holy Spirit as the love and joy of God. Hence, Studebaker
summarizes:
Thus, the immanent identity of the divine persons determines their economic role
in the communication of the triune God. Indeed, God created the specific form of
the spiritual nature of the human soul to receive the economic communication of
the triune God. The human soul consists of understanding and will precisely so
that it may receive the communication of divine knowledge and love and in turn
know and love the triune God.144
The economy of acting derives precisely from the order of subsistence, which in
turn is the product of the divine processions; the order of economy reflects the
order of the immanent subsistence of the divine persons.145
The agreement between the immanent and the economic Trinity in Edwards’s theology is
distinctly clear.
From these observations, a contemporary reading that the traditional doctrine of
the Trinity has become impractical and speculative by detaching the immanent Trinity
from the economic Trinity does not hold at least in Edwards’s trinitarian theology. For
Edwards, as he follows his preceding Reformed tradition, steps to salvation are “the
working out of the eternal purpose of an immutable deity.”146 Edwards’s doctrine of the
covenant of redemption shows that, in a sense, a blueprint of God’s work of redemption
is already built in the immanent Trinity. If this is the case, then, it is no longer pertinent
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to claim that the immanent Trinity is abstruse and irrelevant from the concrete Christian
life and salvation.
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PART II

CHAPTER 4
COVENANT OF REDEMPTION, TRINITY, AND CREATION
The covenant of redemption as the eternal pact between the Father and the Son in
the immanent Trinity has a direct connection with creation. Given that history is the
outworking of the covenant of redemption in space and time, creation sets up the arena
where the divine drama of redemption takes place. In this sense the inherent connection
for Edwards between God’s plan of redemption from eternity and creation as the stage for
the execution of the eternal plan of redemption in temporality is unambiguous. In this
chapter, we will examine how the idea of the covenant of redemption in Edwards’s
trinitarian theology manifests itself in Edwards’s doctrine of creation. A survey of
Edwards’s idealism, typology of nature, issues of panentheism and dispositional ontology
will help illumine how in Edwards the covenant of redemption is inherently related to
creation.
Edwards’s Idealism
Creation is, for Edwards, a divine communication stemming directly from God’s
mind.1 This divine communication in creation presupposes recipients of the
communication. They are agents such as saints and angels2 who can perceive, understand,
and enjoy the communication from God. They are what John J. Bombaro calls

1

Jonathan Edwards, The End for Which God Created the World, in Ethical Writings, ed. Paul
Ramsey, vol. 8 of The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. John E. Smith (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1989), 441.
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Notes on Scripture, ed. Stephen J. Stein, vol. 15 of The Works of Jonathan Edwards, ed. Harry S. Stout
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 386; Edwards, “True Saints, When Absent from the Body, Are
Present with the Lord (Oct. 1747),” in WJE, 25: 238.
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“intelligent perceiving minds.”3 Without these sentient beings, the divine communication
will not be recognized as such. Even if God’s glory is communicated to creation, “there is
no glory without perception.”4 Revelation does not take place as revelation without its
recipients in creation.
Behind this presupposition lies Edwards’s idealism5 or immaterialism.6 Edwards
believes that ultimately things exist because they exist in consciousness.
And how doth it grate upon the mind, to think that something should be from all
eternity, and nothing all the while be conscious of it. Let us suppose, to illustrate
it, that the world had a being from all eternity, and had many great changes and
wonderful revolutions, and all the while nothing knew; there was no knowledge in
the universe of any such thing. How is it possible to bring the mind to imagine?
Yea it is really impossible it should be, that anything should be, and nothing know
it. Then you'll say, if it be so, it is because nothing has any existence anywhere
else but in consciousness. No, certainly nowhere else but either in created or
uncreated consciousness.7
The reality of existence ultimately lies in the divine consciousness. All beings are
comprehended by God’s mind. God is “the infinite, universal and all comprehending
3
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existence,”8 or “ens entium.”9 Every existence derives itself from the divine
consciousness. In fact, for Edwards, substance in a proper sense exists only in the divine
mind. “[T]hat which truly is the substance of all bodies is the infinitely exact and precise
and perfectly stable idea in God's mind.”10 Things exist because they are in God’s
consciousness and because God’s consciousness sustains and upholds them in his mind.
“So that there is neither real substance nor property belonging to bodies; but all that is
real, it is immediately in the first being.”11
Correspondingly, human beings as intelligent and sentient beings have a special
place in creation. In the order of creation, “the more excellent and noble any being is, the
more visible and immediate hand of God is there in bringing them into being.”12
According to this chain of being, “the most noble of all, and that which is most akin to
the nature of God, viz. the soul of man, is most immediately and directly from him.”13 A
human soul in its ontological status has the closest place to God because of its excellence
as the image of God.
In the creation, there is an immediate communication between one degree of
being and the next degree of being (every wheel immediately communicates with
the next wheel), but man being the top; so that the next immediate step from him
is to God. Without doubt, there is an immediate communication between the
Creator and this highest of creatures, according to the order of being. So that as
the intelligent being is exercised immediately about the Creator, so without doubt
8
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the Creator immediately influences the intelligent being, immediately influences
the soul; for 'tis but one immediate step from the soul to God.14
This central and culminate place of intelligent beings in the order of beings in creation
has a moral implication for human beings.
[T]he last end for which God has made moral agents must be the last end for
which God has made all things: it being evident that the moral world is the end of
the rest of the world; the inanimate and unintelligent world being made for the
rational and moral world, as much as a house is prepared for the inhabitants.15
The vocation of human beings is to perceive and enjoy the glory of God diffused and
communicated throughout in creation. Edwards declares: “If it were not for men, this
world would be altogether in vain, with all the curious workmanship of it and
accoutrements about it.”16 Without sentient agents who recognize and appreciate, for this
Northampton theologian, the majesty and splendor of created order means nothing.
What would this vast universe of matter, placed in such excellent order and
governed by such excellent rules, be good for, if there was no intelligence that
could know anything of it? Wherefore it necessarily follows that intelligent beings
are the end of the creation, that their end must be to behold and admire the doings
of God, and magnify him for them, and to contemplate his glories in them.17
The end of creation is for the intelligent beings to recognize and worship the divine glory
in creation. What Edwards calls “religion”18 or “devotion”19 to God is the ultimate
vocation to which intelligent beings are called.
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The fact that human beings have faculties of understanding and will corresponds
to God’s internal life in which the Son is begotten as the divine understanding and the
Holy Spirit proceeds as the divine will. When God communicates himself, intelligent
beings receive the knowledge of God in understanding and enjoy it in will.
God communicates himself to the understanding in the manifestation that is made
of the divine excellency and the understanding, idea or view which intelligent
creatures have of it. He communicates his glory and fullness to the wills of
sensible, willing, active beings in their rejoicing in the manifested glory of God,
in their admiring it, in their loving God for it, and being in all respects affected
and disposed suitably to such glory, and their exercising and expressing those
affections and dispositions wherein consists their praising and glorifying God.20
This communication of divine fullness ad extra corresponds to the communication of the
glory of God ad intra. Moreover, the former is the result of the latter. God’s work ad
extra subordinates to God ad intra as means to the ultimate end of manifestation of his
glory. Edwards explains this parallel relationship as follows:
This twofold emanation or communication of the divine fullness ad extra is
answerable to the twofold emanation or going forth of the Godhead ad intra,
wherein the internal and essential glory and fullness of the Godhead consists, viz.
the proceeding of the eternal Son of God, God's eternal idea and infinite
understanding and wisdom and the brightness of his glory, whereby his beauty
and excellency appears to him; and the proceeding of the Holy Spirit, or the
eternal will, temper, disposition of the Deity, the infinite fullness of God's
holiness, joy and delight.21
As Steven M. Studebaker and Robert W. Caldwell comment, “The structure of the soul
reflects the trinitarian God because the intellectual acts of the soul image the two
immanent acts of the divine nature from which subsist the Son and the Spirit.”22
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In a similar vein, in miscellany 87 Edwards asks a question: “What could move
him to will, that there should be some beings that might know his power and wisdom?”23;
“what moved God to exercise and make known these attributes?”24 The answer Edwards
has found is that the communication of goodness by its nature requires that the goodness
communicated is received, perceived, appreciated, and enjoyed.
The very notion of wisdom is, wisely contriving for an end; and if there be no end
proposed, whatever is done is not wisdom. Wherefore, if God created the world
merely from goodness, every whit of this goodness must necessarily ultimately
terminate in the consciousness of the creation; for the world is no other way
capable of receiving goodness in any measure. But intelligent beings are the
consciousness of the world; the end, therefore, of their creation must necessarily
be that they may receive the goodness of God, that is, that they may be happy.25
It is true that even before the creation of the world these divine attributes existed as the
essence of God. Still, “God, as he delights in his own excellency and glorious perfections,
so he delights in the exercise of those perfections.”26 Simply put, “It was meet that his
attributes and perfections should be expressed. It was the will of God that they should be
expressed and should shine forth.”27 Edwards goes so far as to say: “But if the
expressions of his attributes ben't known, they are not; the very being of the expression
depends on the perception of created understandings.”28 Here Edwards means that unless

23

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 87, in WJE, 13:251.

24

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 87, in WJE, 13:251-252.

25

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 87, in WJE, 13:252.

26

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 553, in WJE, 18:97.

27

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 662, in WJE, 18:200.

28

Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 662, in WJE, 18:200.

112

an intelligent sentient being perceives it, even the divine attribute practically does not
exist.
Edwards’s major treatise on creation recaptures the necessity of sentient beings
for the knowledge of the exercise of divine attributes.
It seems to be a thing in itself fit and desirable, that the glorious perfections of
God should be known, and the operations and expressions of them seen by other
beings besides himself. If it be fit that God's power and wisdom, etc., should be
exercised and expressed in some effects, and not lie eternally dormant, then it
seems proper that these exercises should appear, and not be totally hidden and
unknown. For if they are, it will be just the same as to the above purpose, as if
they were not. God as perfectly knew himself and his perfections, had as perfect
an idea of the exercises and effects they were sufficient for, antecedently to any
such actual operations of them, as since. If therefore it be nevertheless a thing in
itself valuable, and worthy to be desired, that these glorious perfections be
actually expressed and exhibited in their correspondent effects; then it seems also,
that the knowledge of these perfections, and the expressions and discoveries that
are made of them, is a thing valuable in itself absolutely considered; and that 'tis
desirable that this knowledge should exist. As God's perfections are things in
themselves excellent, so the expression of them in their proper acts and fruits is
excellent, and the knowledge of these excellent perfections, and of these glorious
expressions of them, is an excellent thing, the existence of which is in itself
valuable and desirable.29
When the divine perfections are perceived by intelligent beings and these sentient beings
esteem, love, and enjoy God’s perfections, the communication of divine glory to creation
takes place. It is the “manifestation of his internal glory to created understandings,” or the
“communication of the infinite fullness of God to the creature.”30
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Edwards’s Typology of Nature
One specific instantiation of Edwards’s idealism manifests in his typology.31
Typology is “a mode of biblical interpretation, an ancient science of reading that united
the two Testaments.”32 By using this interpretive device, exegetes read the Jewish
scripture “in the light of Christian experience,” finding in David a type of Messiah, or the
Jewish Exodus experience prefiguring Christ’s experience in the wilderness.33 It enabled
biblical interpreters to “read specific events and persons of the Old Testament as
symbolic prefigurations or types of things fulfilled in the New.”34 However, as Janice
Knight points out, Edwards expanded its use beyond the scripture, hearing “God’s voice
still sounding in nature, in human history, and in the flow of contemporary events.”35
Again, it is apparent and allowed that there is a great and remarkable analogy in
God's works. There is a wonderful resemblance in the effects which God produces,
and consentaneity in his manner of working in one thing and another, throughout
all nature. It is very observable in the visible world. Therefore 'tis allowed that
31
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God does purposely make and order one thing to be in an agreeableness and
harmony with another. And if so, why should not we suppose that he makes the
inferior in imitation of the superior, the material of the spiritual, on purpose to
have a resemblance and shadow of them? We see that even in the material world
God makes one part of it strangely to agree with another; and why is it not
reasonable to suppose he makes the whole as a shadow of the spiritual world?36
For Edwards, typology “unlocked God’s intent in the works of creation and of
redemption.”37
Edwards lived in the Age of Enlightenment when the reality of God’s sovereignty
and a sense of direct divine influence were relegated to the periphery of the world. It was
the age of “mechanical philosophy,” “the doctrine that all natural phenomena can be
explained and understood by the mere mechanics of matter and motion.”38 In opposition
to this influential tide of the age, Edwards attempted to “construct a plausible alternative
to the mechanistic interpretation of the essential nature of reality, which would
reconstitute the glory of God’s absolute sovereignty, power, and will within creation.”39
For example, against Hobbes’s materialism, Edwards claims:
[C]ontrary to the opinion of Hobbes (that nothing is substance but matter), that no
matter is substance but only God, who is a spirit, and that other spirits are more
substantial than matter; so also it is true, that no happiness is solid and substantial
but spiritual happiness.40
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Disagreeing with the increasingly popular notion, Edwards tries to reclaim that the
spiritual is the actually most substantial, and the material things exist so far as they
participate in the spiritual or as long as the spiritual upholds them in power. Through the
participation in spiritual things, matters reflect the spiritual realm.
Accordingly, instead of the New Philosophy’s notion of a homogeneous, uniform
and symmetrical, one-dimensional world of nature, deprived of theological and
teleological considerations and hence could no longer manifest the presence of
God, the created order for Edwards was a great treasure of divine signs and
metaphors – the whole world is imbued with spiritual, divine meaning and
significance.41
In this sense, the material can be a window through which the regenerate can witness to
the truly substantial reality: God the Trinity as the supreme spiritual being. “Nature
reflects transcendent meanings and symbols of divine things beyond and above it.”42
Instead of a mechanistic, materialistic worldview, as Avihu Zakai puts it, Edwards
believes in “omnia videmus in deo, or in the active role of God in every aspect of the
world.”43 “Given that the being and existence of everything in creation stands under the
constant and immediate absolute power and will of God, the whole world of nature is
imbued with God’s redemptive activity.”44 The created world is suffused and saturated
with the glory of the divine Trinity. “Typological exegesis of nature, as was the case with
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Scripture and history, allowed Edwards to interpret the beautiful, Trinitarian harmony he
believed permeates all reality.”45
In fact, because Edwards holds God’s immediate sustenance of the world through
God’s direct power, this New England theologian even espouses the teaching of
continuing creation.
God's preserving created things in being is perfectly equivalent to a continued
creation, or to his creating those things out of nothing at each moment of their
existence. If the continued existence of created things be wholly dependent on
God's preservation, then those things would drop into nothing, upon the ceasing
of the present moment, without a new exertion of the divine power to cause them
to exist in the following moment.46
Put simply, “God’s preservation of the world is nothing but a continued act of creation.”47
Zakai summarizes Edwards’s project of philosophy of nature as follows:
His force of mind is evident in his exposition of the poverty of mechanical
philosophy and materialism, which radically transformed the traditional Christian
dialectic of God’s utter transcendence and divine immanence by gradually
diminishing divine sovereignty with respect to creation, providence, and
redemption, thus leading to the disenchantment of the world. Instead, through
idealistic philosophy and natural typology, Edwards sought to mount a
counteroffensive to materialist, mechanistic thought. He thus constructed a
teleological and theological alternative to the prevailing mechanistic interpretation
of the essential nature of reality, whose ultimate goal was the re-enchantment of
the world by reconstituting the glory of God’s majestic sovereignty, power and
will within the order of creation.48
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Edwards’s doctrine of continuing creation can be interpreted as his way of reclaiming
God’s direct upholding of the world in the Age of Enlightenment where God’s direct
influence and involvement in the world were increasingly relegated to the periphery.
The Northampton theologian sees these manifestations and reflections of divine
glory in creation as “the emanation of God's glory; or the excellent brightness and
fullness of the divinity diffused, overflowing, and as it were enlarged.”49 In other words,
manifestations of divine glory in creation are divine perfections “existing ad extra.”50 For
Edwards, God is not the hidden God (deus absconditus), but God constantly reveals
himself (deus revelatus) through creation and history.51 As noted above, human beings as
sentient, intelligent creatures are originally designed to receive, appreciate, and enjoy the
beauty and excellence of God revealed in creation and history. This worldview has a
practical implication. Because the creation is an arena where God constantly
communicates himself through “symmetries and patterns as lower forms of God’s
love,”52 human beings are called to take care of this creation with respect and reverence.
As Nicola Hoggard Creggan notes, since “the natural world reflects the beauty and the
energies and the love of God in physical form,” humankind as sentient beings are called
to “respect and reverence the earth, not as God but as God’s.”53 Interestingly, the
covenant of redemption in eternity here echoes down to an ecological and ethical
49
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implication for the daily lives of human beings. It would be difficult to claim here that the
doctrine of the Trinity or even precisely the immanent Trinity is abstruse and impractical
for daily life.
Issues of Panentheism and Dispositional Ontology
As noted in the previous section, while Edwards maintains that God is in perfect
happiness and self-sufficiency, he also claims that unless the expressions of divine
attributes are perceived in creation, those attributes practically do not exist. This necessity
of the communication of divine goodness seems to indicate the necessity of creation. In
addition to this idealistic view of being, Edwards seems to use allegedly neo-Platonic
languages such as emanation and overflowing fullness in his articulation of God’s
relation to the world. For example, in his treatise on The End for which God Created the
World, Edwards comments:
In the creature's knowing, esteeming, loving, rejoicing in, and praising God, the
glory of God is both exhibited and acknowledged; his fullness is received and
returned. Here is both an emanation and remanation. The refulgence shines upon
and into the creature, and is reflected back to the luminary. The beams of glory
come from God, and are something of God, and are refunded back again to their
original. So that the whole is of God, and in God, and to God; and God is the
beginning, middle and end in this affair.54
Because of this nuanced account of God’s relation to the world with peculiar languages
such as emanation and refulgence, several scholars have charged Edwards as a pantheist,
a position that identifies God with the creation.55 However, it is inaccurate to identify
Edwards as a pantheist. Rather, many recent scholars identify Edwards as a panentheist.
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In this section, I will first distinguish Edwards’s panentheism from pantheism.
Then I will review the recent scholarly discussions on Edwards’s panentheism with
particular attention to Edwards’s dispositional ontology. Finally, to make some
contribution to the current discussion, I will argue that though Edwards’s theology may
be called as one version of panentheism, it is not entirely incompatible with classical
theism.
First, pantheism and panentheism need to be distinguished from each other. While
pantheism nullifies the distinction between the creator and creature and identifies nature
itself as divine, panentheism maintains the distinction between the creator and creation
but sees the ontologically inclusive relation between the two. Panentheism literally means
“all-in-God-ism,” or “the doctrine that all is in God.”56 The term is defined as: “The
Being of God includes and penetrates the whole universe, so that every part exists in Him,
but His Being is more than, and not exhausted by, the universe.”57 Put differently, “God
and the world are ontologically distinct and God transcends the world, but the world is in
God ontologically.”58 This term was originally introduced by Karl Krause (1781-1832) to
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“distinguish his own theology from both classical theism and pantheism.”59 Given that
this terminology was invented in the nineteenth century, it might not be entirely fair to
name Edwards’s theology as panentheistic. Still, it would be helpful to identify
Edwards’s rendition of God’s relation to the world as something akin to what is called
panentheism today.
Edwards is clear in asserting the distinction between God and creation. For
example, Edwards makes efforts painstakingly to differentiate himself from a pantheistic
scheme when he articulates the participation of the saints in the divine fullness.
Not that the saints are made partakers of the essence of God, and so are "Godded"
with God, and "Christed" with Christ, according to the abominable and
blasphemous language and notions of some heretics; but, to use the Scripture
phrase, they are made partakers of God's fullness (Ephesians 3:17–19, John 1:16),
that is, of God's spiritual beauty and happiness, according to the measure and
capacity of a creature.60
In addition, Edwards’s seemingly pantheistic language is frequently qualified by such
phrases as “as it were,” “to the degree of their capacities,” or “in some sense.”61 For
example, in reference to Matthew 5:16, Edwards says: “Godliness is as it were a light
that shines in the soul: Christ directs that this light should not only shine within, but that
it should shine out before men, that they may see it.”62 When Edwards talks about the
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multiplication and repetition of divine fullness, Edwards peppers it with qualifying and
figurative phrases such as “in some sense” or “as it were.”
And as this fullness is capable of communication or emanation ad extra; so it
seems a thing amiable and valuable in itself that it should be communicated or
flow forth, that this infinite fountain of good should send forth abundant streams,
that this infinite fountain of light should, diffusing its excellent fullness, pour
forth light all around. And as this is in itself excellent, so a disposition to this in
the Divine Being must be looked upon as a perfection or an excellent disposition;
such an emanation of good is, in some sense, a multiplication of it; so far as the
communication or external stream may be looked upon as anything besides the
fountain, so far it may be looked on as an increase of good. And if the fullness of
good that is in the fountain is in itself excellent and worthy to exist, then the
emanation, or that which is as it were an increase, repetition or multiplication of it,
is excellent and worthy to exist.63
When Edwards talks about participation in God’s fullness, it does not mean that human
nature is somehow transformed into the divine or that human nature is identical with the
divine nature.64 The language of participation in Edwards means that, through the
indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the elect become a part of the flow of divine selfcommunication without losing the human nature. Simply put, the elect come under the
influences of the Holy Spirit.
Grace in the hearts of the saints, being therefore the most glorious work of God,
wherein he communicates of the goodness of his nature, it is doubtless his
peculiar work, and in an eminent manner, above the power of all creatures. And
the influences of the Spirit of God in this, being thus peculiar to God, and being
those wherein God does, in so high a manner, communicate himself, and make the
creature partaker of the divine nature (the Spirit of God communicating itself in
its own proper nature). This is what I mean by those influences that are divine,
when I say that truly gracious affections do arise from those influences that are
spiritual and divine.65
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The human nature of the elect is not transformed into a different kind but the way it is
exerted comes under the divine influences by participation in the divine nature.66
Douglas J. Elwood is one of the earlier scholars who identified Edwards as a
panentheist.67 Yet it was Sang Hyun Lee’s dispositional-ontological interpretation of
Edwards’s theology that made Edwards’s panentheistic scheme commonly known. To be
sure, Lee does not term Edwards’s philosophical theology panentheism. Nonetheless, his
interpretation of Edwards is distinctly panentheistic. Lee claims:
It is my contention that one does not even begin to understand Edwards’ world
view without noticing that he introduced an essentially new understanding of the
very nature of reality, replacing substance metaphysics with a dynamic and
relational conception.68
Lee thinks that in Edwards a significant conceptual alteration took place that introduces
the dispositional view of reality.
The world … is meant to be the spatio-temporal repetition of the prior actuality of
the divine being, an everlasting process of God’s self-enlargement of what he
already is. At this point, Edwards has made a basic modification of the traditional
conception of the deity and has introduced an element of dynamic movement into
the heart of the divine being. But at the same time, Edwards avoids the failure of
contemporary process theology to see God as primordially and fully-selfactualized. And the key to the balancing of being and becoming in Edwards’s
doctrine of God is the notion of the divine disposition as ontologically
productive – that is, as capable of repeating what is already actual and at the same
time engaged in a process of self-extension.69
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In this way, according to Lee, Edwards introduced a dynamic element in God’s being
without compromising the divine aseity or self-sufficiency.
On this score Lee shares the concern of contemporary theology that through the
history of Christian theology, the immanent Trinity has become abstruse and speculative,
losing its connection with God’s economic work of redemption in the world.
As the church moved on, however, the theological articulation of the doctrine of
the immanent Trinity in particular became philosophically more elaborate and
abstruse, with the result that the immanent Trinity’s rootedness in the economic
Trinity and in the living faith of Christians became largely invisible and ignored.
Under the influence especially of Aristotelian conceptions of substance and God,
the nature of the Christian God began to be portrayed by most theologians as
self-contained, impassable (i.e. unaffected by the changes in history), and remote
from what happens in the world.70
Instead of this view of the immanent Trinity disconnected from the economy of
redemption, Lee argues that Edwards introduced the “dynamic view of the divine being”
that sees the “essential nature of God’s being as an eternal disposition as well as an
actuality, at once fully actual and also continuously tending to further actualizations and
thus to further self-enlargement.”71
In this way, Edwards makes “a new beginning in the development of the doctrine
of God in Western theology by re-conceiving God’s being as essentially a disposition
rather than a substance.”72 Lee thus concludes:
We can safely say that Edwards clearly left behind the old classical theism’s
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Aristotelian concept of God as the unmoved mover who is absolutely impassible
and unaffected by what happens in the world in space and time. Further, whatever
Neo-platonic influences there may be in Edwards’s thought, his dynamic new
thinking on the God-world relation is certainly not one of them.73
Because dynamic “becoming” is a part of God’s being, the arena of space and
temporality in history do matter to God.
For Edwards, although God does not need temporality for his internal actuality
and perfection, God needs or uses the world in space and time to exercise his
dispositional essence outside of his own being. What God does in time and space
makes time and space important to God. In other words, it is not that the created
world as such can increase the divine being; it is rather what God himself does in
and through the world in time and space that affects the divine being by adding to
his own being. In this specific sense, nevertheless, the world in space and time
really matters to God’s own life.74
Lee believes that Edwards’s unique dispositional view of God helps to modify the
traditional view of God in classical theism in which God is construed as an impassible,
immutable sovereign being who is unaffected by the world.75
However, Lee’s influential interpretation of Edwards’s dispositional ontology has
been challenged recently. A question was first raised by Stephen R. Holmes when he
pronounced: “it is extremely unlikely that he adopted a novel doctrine of God”76 as Lee
suggests. Given that Edwards predominantly inherited a Reformed doctrinal legacy,
Holmes concludes: “A ‘dispositional’ account of God, inasmuch as it demands that there
is unfulfilled potential in God’s life, and so the possibility of God’s ‘self-enlargement’ or
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‘increase’, would have been unthinkable to Edwards. Jonathan Edwards did not use a
dispositional ontology.”77
Resonate with Holmes’s doubt, Oliver Crisp provides a more refined discussion.
While “Lee understands Edwards in places like End of Creation to mean that God’s
whole nature is dispositional,” Crisp argues that “it is better to think of Edwards as
saying God (an immaterial substance) is necessarily disposed to create some world.”78 In
other words, rather than reading Edwards as construing God’s essence as entirely
dispositional, Crisp suggests a more qualified, modest reading that is consistent with the
largely Reformed background that Edwards inherited. In another article in which he
specifically discussed Lee’s argument, Crisp concludes:
Lee is right in thinking Edwards’s ontology is novel in several important respects.
But what was novel about it was the way in which he sought to synthesize a
commitment to essentialism, idealism, and occasionalism along with his orthodox
theological commitments.79
Though Edwards implemented some unique rendition of metaphysics, it is an
overstatement to conclude with Lee that Edwards departed from western classical theism.
Edwards “did not effectively replace the notion of substance with that of disposition, as
Lee suggests.”80
For example, Edwards describes the nature of God as follows:
[I]t is evident, by both Scripture and reason, that God is infinitely, eternally,
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unchangeably, and independently glorious and happy: that he stands in no need
of, cannot be profited by, or receive anything from the creature; or be truly hurt,
or be the subject of any sufferings or impair of his glory and felicity from any
other being.81
For Edwards, God is “the omniscient first cause and supreme disposer of all things who,
in one, simple, unchangeable, perpetual view, comprehends all existence in its utmost
compass and extent and infinite series.”82 While he has the disposition to communicate
himself, he himself is the substance, ens entium, or the being of beings.83 In fact, Edwards
declares, “speaking most strictly, there is no proper substance but God himself.”84
Steven M. Studebaker also views Edwards’s trinitarian theology within the broad
stream of the Reformed tradition.
[W]hile Edwards may have occasionally employed a modern definition of person
in his Trinitarian writings, the overall drift of his trinitarianism reveals a
somewhat traditional approach. His take on the numerical oneness of the divine
essence, his locating the principle of unity either in the divine essence or in the
perichoretic relations of the three, and his affirmation of the complete ontological
equality of the three persons together render his trinitarianism at considerable
odds with the progressive Trinitarians of his day.85
While certainly some idiosyncrasies and ambiguities can be recognized in Edwards,
generally “more continuity exists between Edwards’s trinitarianism and that of his
Reformed scholastic background than is often acknowledged.”86
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Contrary to Holmes, Crisp, and Studebaker, Michael J. McClymond supports the
interpretations of Edwards’s doctrine of God rendered by Lee and Pauw. McClymond
claims:
The Lee-Pauw viewpoint is superior to any alternative offered thus far in that it
properly construes Edwards’ ‘music’ and does justice to his soteriology and to his
soteriologically oriented doctrine of God and the Trinity.87
In this way, because of the dispositional ontological interpretation of Edwards’s God, the
discussion concerning the issue of panentheism has repercussions for Edwards’s
soteriology.
However, this very interpretation of Edwards’s soteriology have been a focal
point of discussion recently. While Anri Morimoto and Gerald R. McDermott argue that
Edwards’s soteriology offers resources for contemporary ecumenical dialogue between
Catholics and Protestants on the doctrine of justification88 or possible salvation of nonChristian believers,89 questions have been raised if this interpretation is in line with
Edwards’s own theological framework.90
For example, John Bombaro writes: “Morimoto and McDermott have cast their
lines too far from their subject’s expressed thought. As a result, their work fails to
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accurately represent the thought of Jonathan Edwards.”91 After the publication of Lee’s
dispositional ontological theory and following applications of this interpretation to
soteriology, the discussion seems to be moving to qualify Lee’s thesis to render it more
accurate and in accord with Edwards’s own historical context in a way that does justice to
his own framework and theological bounds. In response to Lee, Bombaro argues that
“Despite his emergent dispositional philosophy, Edwards did not completely depart from
the Aristotelian-Scholastic ontology of ‘substance,’ as Sang Lee argues.”92 For Bombaro,
“neither God nor man is to be thought of only in terms of disposition: Edwards retained
‘substance’ concepts and terminology for both.”93 While Crisp, Studebaker, and Bombaro
do not deny that Edwards employs the concept of disposition, the focus of the discussion
has moved to the degree and extent of the idea of disposition in Edwards’s entire
theological framework. For these scholars, it sounds a bit of an overstretch to say that
Edwards completely departed from the western classical theism or actus purus, substance
theism.
One thing these scholars share in common, though, is their assessment that
Edwards is, what can be termed today, a panentheist. Crisp says: “Edwards’s view turns
out to be something like a pure act panentheism. God is a pure act but he must create
some world because he is essentially creative.”94 Crisp also calls Edwards “an idealist
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panentheist”95 in that Edwards’s idealism, as God’s idea comprehending all things of the
world, contributes to Edwards’s panentheistic rendition of his theocentrism. Studebaker
basically concurs with this diagnosis based on his historical analysis. Studebaker writes:
“At most, Edwards’s notion is a form of immanentism or panentheism, which affirms that
the world is in God and/or God is in the world, yet that God also in some sense
transcends the world and should not be conflated with the world.”96 Bombaro also agrees
with this conclusion when he says: “his [Edwards’s] statements concerning all in God
and God in all cannot be taken any other way but panentheistically.”97 Yet they all agree
that Edwards’s version of panentheism is not something that totally departs from or is
incompatible with classical theism.
While panentheism is generally considered to hold the necessity of creation,98
Edwards does not think that his doctrine makes God dependent on creation. Edwards
writes:
Therefore to speak more strictly according to truth, we may suppose that a
disposition in God, as an original property of his nature, to an emanation of his
own infinite fullness, was what excited him to create the word; and so that the
emanation itself was aimed at by him as a last end of the creation.99
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“God’s making himself his end,” Edwards says, “argues no dependence; but is consistent
with absolute independence and self-sufficience.”100 Because the cause of the creation is
God’s own dispositional nature, creation of the world does not necessarily make God
dependent on the creation. Studebaker and Caldwell note:
Though he sees the communication of divine goodness in creation as inevitable,
he does not believe that it conflicts with God’s aseity (God’s necessary and full
self-existence) because this act of the divine nature is self-caused and the
emanation of God in creation has the actualization of the disposition of the divine
nature and not creation per se as its proper end.101
God’s freedom lies in that God acts as he sees fit and according to his own nature of
goodness and willingness to communicate himself. Edwards’s version of panentheism is
not incompatible with God’s aseity and independence from the world.
Crisp also agrees that Edwards’s panentheism is compatible with the traditional
pure act theism. Actus purus, or pure act account of the divine nature is a traditional
doctrine of God in classical theism. It holds that “a perfect being must exist independent
of any other thing (a se), must be a necessary being, and must be an entity whose nature
is entirely realized without remainder.”102 Despite Lee’s claim of Edwards’s departure
from classical theism, evidences indicate that Edwards maintained the basic
understanding of classical theism.
For example, when he accounts for the three persons in one divine essence,
Edwards articulates it in a traditional way:
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[W]e don't suppose that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost are three distinct
beings that have three distinct understandings. It is the divine essence understands,
and it is the divine essence is understood; 'tis the divine being that loves, and it is
the divine being that is loved. The Father understands, the Son understands, and
the Holy Ghost understands, because every one is the same understanding divine
essence; and not that each of them have a distinct understanding of their own.103
Edwards also retains references to God as substance. His “Notes on Knowledge and
Existence” indicates that one of the tasks he had in mind was to articulate “How God is
as it were the only substance, or rather, the perfection and steadfastness of his knowledge,
wisdom, power and will.”104 In Freedom of the Will, God is called “the first Being, who
is self-existent, independent, of perfect and absolute simplicity and immutability, and the
first cause of all things.”105
Hence, Crisp concludes that, rather than to understand Edwards to mean “that
God’s whole nature is dispositional” as Lee does, it is “better to think of Edwards as
saying God (an immaterial substance) is necessarily disposed to create some world.”106
The debate about Edwards’s alleged panentheism is moving from Sang Lee’s influential
dispositional ontological interpretation to efforts to situate Edwards’s account of
disposition within Edwards’s broader traditionally Reformed framework in a more
nuanced and accurate way.
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This overview of scholarly discussion on Edwards’s panentheism indicates that
more nuanced recognition of diverse versions of panentheism may be necessary.107
Charles Hartshorne and William L. Reese make a distinction between modern
panentheism (panentheism in that God knows and includes the world) and limited
panentheism (panentheism in that God exists “partly exclusive of the world”).108 While
both Edwards’s version of panentheism and modern process theology can be categorized
as panentheism, they are not identical with each other since Edwards’s version affirms
God’s perfection and self-sufficiency prior to the creation of the world whereas process
theologians endorse God’s self-making in time and space.109
Edwards appears to have developed his doctrine of God that includes a
dispositional account within the broader framework of his Reformed inheritance. As is
manifest in his account of idealism, Edwards’s primary concern was to reaffirm God’s
pervasive sovereignty in the world in the Age of Enlightenment where God was
increasingly relegated to the periphery of the world.110 Whether Edwards’s doctrine of
God is categorized as panentheism or not, one needs to be very clear about the
theological motive behind the way Edwards renders the relation between God and
107
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creation. That is to say, Edwards does not have any intention to mitigate divine
sovereignty over the entire creation. If by panentheism one means a certain compromise
of the distinction between Creator and creation or a certain kind of dependence of God on
creation, Edwards does not espouse such a scheme.
The notion of God's creating the world in order to receive anything properly from
the creature is not only contrary to the nature of God, but inconsistent with the
notion of creation; which implies a being's receiving its existence, and all that
belongs to its being, out of nothing. And this implies the most perfect, absolute
and universal derivation and dependence. Now, if the creature receives its all from
God entirely and perfectly, how is it possible that it should have anything to add
to God, to make him in any respect more than he was before, and so the Creator
become dependent on the creature?111
Edwards’s intention is to establish divine sovereignty and self-sufficiency as opposed to
creation and hence the work of creation as God’s gracious work entirely.
Besides, terms often alleged as having affinity with panentheism such as
“effulgence” or “emanation” can actually be identified in other Puritan writings such as
of Richard Sibbes. In contradistinction from Lee who argues that Edwards is more
modern than Perry Miller once thought,112 Janice Knight points out that Edwards
dynamism “is rooted in an older tradition of pietism that reaches back to the writings of
Sibbes.”113 In his emphasis on “God’s dynamic effulgence and on grace as a new
perception, as well as his linkage of communication and communalism to the
postmillennial reign,” Edwards was “far more traditional in these formulations than most
scholars acknowledge.”114
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One indicator to diagnose the degree of Edwards’s panentheistic leaning is
whether Edwards holds creation out of nothing. Given that even panentheism, which
distinguishes between Creator and creation, tends to take the being of creation still
somewhere from the being of God,115 it would be helpful to identify exactly where
Edwards believes the being of creation comes from. On this score, evidences indicate that
Edwards holds the teaching of creation out of nothing without any compromise. Calling
the work of creation as God’s entirely “arbitrary operation,” Edwards says:
[I]f we ascend with respect to time and go back in the series of existences or
events in the order of their succession to the beginning of the creation . . . we shall
come to arbitrary operation. The creation of the matter of the material world out
of nothing, the creation even of every individual atom or primary particle, was by
an operation perfectly arbitrary.116
When Edwards articulates the instantaneous nature of conversion, he compares it to
creation out of nothing. “In creation, something is brought out of nothing in an instant.
God speaks and it is done; he commands and it stands fast. When the dead are raised, it is
done in a moment.”117
If it be indeed so, as the Scripture abundantly teaches, that grace in the soul, is so
the effect of God's power, that it is fitly compared to those effects, which are
farthest from being owing to any strength in the subject, such as a generation, or a
being begotten, and resurrection, or a being raised from the dead, and creation, or
a being brought out of nothing into being, and that it is an effect wherein the
mighty power of God is greatly glorified, and the exceeding greatness of his
power is manifested.118
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Furthermore, emphasizing God’s ongoing immediate upholding of the universe, Edwards
argues:
If we make no difficulty of allowing that God did immediately make the whole
universe at first, and caused it to exist out of nothing, and that every individual
thing owes its being to an immediate, voluntary, arbitrary act of almighty power,
why should we make a difficulty of supposing that he has still something
immediately to do with the things that he has made, and that there is an arbitrary
influence still that God has in the creation that he has made?119
It is most evident by the works of God, that his perfections are infinite, that his
understanding and power are infinite; for he that hath made all things out of
nothing, and upholds, and governs, and manages all things every day, and every
moment, in all ages, without growing weary, must be of infinite power.120
It seems clear that Edwards holds the teaching of creation out of nothing without any
reservation.
If by panentheism one means crypto-pantheism in which creation takes some
ontological origin from the being of God, Edwards is not such a panentheist. If by
panentheism one means simply an ontologically inclusive relation between God and
creation but with a clear distinction between God and creation in terms of each
ontological origin, then Edwards may be called a panentheist. The overview of scholarly
debate over the allegation of Edwards’s panentheism suggests that each scholar needs to
provide a more refined definition that clarifies what exactly each scholar means by
panentheism and to articulate how that feature manifests in Edwards’s theology.
Whatever the conclusion might be, it is important to interpret the relation of God
to the world in Edwards’s theology within the context of his counteroffensive against the
119
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mechanistic view of the world in the Age of Enlightenment. Bombaro writes: “Jonathan
Edwards stood as a stalwart, though creative and resourceful, proponent of Christian
particularism in the Calvinist tradition.”121 Marsden terms Edwards’s theological
engagement with the increasingly secular age as “a post-Newtonian statement of classic
Augustinian themes.”122 As Studebaker and Caldwell conclude, “Edwards, in short, was a
creative and insightful trinitarian theologian of the late Reformed scholastic era who
sought new ways within that tradition to communicate the doctrine of the Trinity to an
increasingly skeptical and modern world.”123 Rather than rendering Edwards’s doctrine
of God in relation to creation as exceedingly modern, it seems more consistent with
Edwards’s own intention and context to interpret it as an attempt to reaffirm the
traditional Reformed doctrine in a creative way that would be convincing to the people in
an increasingly secular age.
Creation as a Trinitarian Work
The end of the creation is “happiness and the communication of the goodness of
God.”124 Edwards holds: “The great and universal end of God’s creating the world was to
communicate himself. God is a communicative being.”125 This inclination of God’s selfcommunication is underscored by the eternal pact made within the internal communion of
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divine persons before the foundation of the world. Edwards writes on God’s work of
redemption.
Hence it is that in this work, though in no other, God doth distinctly manifest
himself in each of the persons of the Godhead, in their mutual relations one to
another, and in that economy there is established amongst them, and in their
distinct persons appearing in the eternal agreement and covenant these divine
persons entered into about this work, and in the several offices and parts which
each one bears in it, and how they are therein concerned one with another. 'Tis
meet that this should be in the greatest and supreme work of God to which all
other works are subordinate.126
The work of redemption is the supreme and the greatest work of God. All other decrees
such as creation and providence are “subordinate and derivative of” this covenant of
redemption.127 As Bombaro notes, the covenant of redemption, or “the eternal pactum
salutis possesses, as its substance, a ‘confederation’ among the members of the triune
Godhead” that unfolds the glory of the Trinity through the scheme of redemption in
history as the self-repetition of the perfect image of God.128 The embryonic pattern of the
redemption of the world was already in the mind of God in eternity. The universe is
“nothing other than the ongoing realization of the divine idea.”129 Creation of the world
sets up a stage on which God’s eternal covenant of redemption unfolds itself in space and
time. As Zakai puts it, Edwards holds “the view that the natural world and its beauty was
the theater of God’s glory – a special space-time designed from eternity to reveal the
glory of God.”130
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When Edwards made an entry in his Blank Bible on Genesis 1:1, he articulated
the creation as the confederation of three divine persons of the Trinity. Based on an
exegesis of van Mastricht,131 Edwards notes that the word for God Elohim is plural and
thus it signifies “the three persons of the Trinity confederated together as to the grand
scheme and design of the creation, as they are in the eternal covenant of redemption.”132
As Stephen J. Stein explains, Edwards’s view of the covenant of redemption “clarified by
New Testament documents, provided a window back into the origins of the world.”133 Or
conversely, Edwards’s idea of the eternal covenant of redemption provided the
foundation and backbone for the creation of the world.
Edwards’s doctrine of the Trinity sets up a stage where God’s work of redemption
takes place. Creation prepares the arena on which the covenant of redemption made in
eternity between the Father and the Son is carried out and put into practice in time.
Edwards’s idealism, typology of nature, creation as God’s self-communication of his
goodness and glory, and an importance of ontological status of human beings as sentient,
intelligent beings all corroborate this outworking of the divine plan from eternity. As the
self-communication of God’s glory, the world poses ecological and ethical implications
for human beings. Reading Edwards in this covenantal framework also helps to shed a
new light on and advance current discussion on Edwards’s alleged panentheism. Because
the covenant of redemption has an inherent connection with the creation and ethical life
of human beings, the immanent Trinity actually has a highly practical relevance for the
131
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elect. In the next chapter, we will turn to the work of redemption in creation specifically
applied to the individual elect through justification and sanctification.

CHAPTER 5
COVENANT OF REDEMPTION, TRINITY, JUSTIFICATION, AND THE
CHRISTIAN LIFE OF PIETY
As we saw in chapter 3, Jonathan Edwards formulated his doctrine of the
covenant of redemption largely in consistence with the broader Reformed tradition. The
reality that God’s work of redemption was already planned in his eternal intra-trinitarian
communion has diverse implications for Christian practical life. In this chapter, we will
examine the implication of the covenant of redemption for justification and the Christian
life of piety. It will explore the connection between the covenant of redemption and
justification, perseverance, and life of Christian piety and practice that manifest in the
individual lives of the saints.
In the course of the discussion, I will point out that a part of the reason why
Edwards’s covenantal theology has been understated is due to older scholarship
stereotypes of Calvinism. While recent scholarship attempts to examine Protestant
orthodoxy in its own historical context and finds more affinity with the traditional
Reformed tradition,1 this recent change in Calvinism studies has been overlooked by
many of the studies in Edwards scholarship. More recent studies begin to pay attention to
this continuity between Edwards and the covenant theology in the Reformed tradition.
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Covenant of Redemption and Justification by Faith Alone
While studies on Edwards’s doctrine of justification used to be quite limited,2
since the early 1960s and especially stimulated by post-Vatican ecumenical dialogue, a
growing amount of scholarly literature has begun to explore implications of Edwards’s
teaching on justification.3 Recently Edwards’s doctrine of justification has become “one
of the most important interpretive conversations in the field.”4 Among these scholars,
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Anri Morimoto and Gerald McDermott find in Edwards a resource for a contemporary
ecumenical dialogue between Catholics and Protestants.5 In the most recent overview of
Edwards’s theology, Gerald McDermott and Michael McClymond declare Edwards as
“one modern thinker” who would function “as a point of reference for theological
interchange and dialogue.”6 However, as Douglas A. Sweeney points out, it is clear that
Edwards did not intend to suggest that his theology might be a bridge between Protestants
and Catholics. Edwards “opposed the Catholic Church in a typically old-Protestant
way.”7 For example, in his sermon on Revelation 14:3, Edwards terms the Catholic as the
“Antichristian church.”
The Antichristian church, or the church of Rome, is in this book called the great
whore, but the true church is represented as the faithful spouse of Christ. And so
the souls of those men that polluted themselves with the idolatries and
abominations of the church of Rome, are represented as whorish women that are
false to their covenant with him to whom they had been betrothed and prostitute
themselves to others.8
While it may be possible to explore potential resources for a contemporary ecumenical
dialogue on Edwards’s theology, I contend that in a way consistent with Edwards’s own
historical context, it is still possible to identify helpful implications for contemporary
theology today. One of them is the idea of the covenant of redemption that Edwards
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inherited from his Reformed tradition and delineated in his covenantal framework of his
theology.
The proposition that the work of redemption was designed in the intra-trinitarian
pact between the Father and the Son underscores the divine work of justification and the
total dependence of the elect upon God’s grace. In his sermon “Justification by Faith
Alone” (1734), Edwards reiterates that God’s plan of redemption was preordained in the
eternal pact of the covenant of redemption.
There was a transaction between the Father and the Son, that was antecedent to
Christ's becoming man, and being made under the law wherein he undertook to
put himself under the law, and both to obey and to suffer; in which transaction
these things were already virtually done in the sight of God; as is evident by this,
that God acted on the ground of that transaction, justifying and saving sinners, as
if the things undertaken had been actually performed long before they were
performed indeed.9
Edwards sees the covenant of redemption as the foundation for the justification of
sinners.10 The justification of sinners is not an emergency measure taken by God after the
fall of humans. It was in the eternal pact between the Father and the Son before the
foundation of the world. As Sang Lee points out, “God’s redemptive activity in the world
is the carrying out of the covenant of redemption that had been made by the three persons
of the Trinity.”11 As “our surety and representative,” Edwards continues, Christ accepted
obligation both “to obey the law” and “to suffer the penalty.”12
9
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But if we look to that original transaction between the Father and the Son,
wherein both these were undertaken and accepted, as virtually done in the sight of
the Father, we shall find Christ acting with regard to both, as one perfectly in his
own right, and under no manner of previous obligation.13
Accordingly, in Edwards, the doctrine of justification is construed within this broader
scheme of the eternal pact within the immanent Trinity and its execution in temporality in
the world.
As sentient beings that can appreciate and enjoy the beauty and excellence of God,
human beings, together with angels, hold a special place in creation. When the elect are
justified and their hearts are tuned into the beauty and excellence of God, God is thereby
glorified and his internal perfection is repeated ad extra. It is important to recognize
Edwards’s doctrine of justification within this broader framework of God’s selfcommunication. Edwards articulates this point as follows:
It can't be properly said that the end of God's creating of the world is twofold, or
that there are two parallel, coordinate ends of God's creating the world, one to
exercise his perfections ad extra, another to make his creatures happy. But all is
included in one, viz. God's exhibiting his perfections, or causing his essential
glory to be exercised, expressed and communicated ad extra.14
In fact, justification of the elect has a crucial place in God’s movement of selfglorification. When the saint receives, appreciates, and enjoys God’s glory, which is none
other than God’s self-communication, God’s glory within himself is repeated ad extra in
the world. Through praise to God by the saint the divine glory communicated to the saint
is reflected and returned back to God. In this sense, the justification of sinners is a
fulcrum between the emanation and remanation of divine glory. As Morimoto puts it,
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“Justification occupies a middle step in the economy of salvation, between God’s
emanation and remanation.”15
A parallel relation between God and human beings underscores and confirms the
fact that human beings, as sentient beings, have a special place in creation in Edwards’s
theology. Explaining that the difference between the deity and created spirits is not that
of contradiction, Edwards writes:
Many have wrong conceptions of the difference between the nature of the Deity
and created spirits. The difference is no contrariety, but what naturally results
from his greatness and nothing else, such as created spirits come nearer to, or
more imitate, the greater they are in their powers and faculties. So that if we
should suppose the faculties of a created spirit to be enlarged infinitely, there
would be the Deity to all intents and purposes, the same simplicity, immutability,
etc.16
While this statement seems surprising for a Reformed mind that emphasizes the
unequivocal distinction between God and creation, this is Edwards’s way of specifying
that human beings are created in the image of God. They are hence equipped to perceive
God’s self-communication in a parallel way that God the Father perceives himself in the
Son as his perfect image.
“And this is God's manner,” Edwards notes in another place, “to make inferior
things shadows of the superior and most excellent, outward things shadows of spiritual,
and all other things shadows of those things that are the end of all things and the crown of
all things.”17 Because sentient beings are created in God’s image and capable of
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perceiving communication of divine glory, “God glorifies himself and instructs the minds
that he has made.”18
Moreover, Edwards sees that human faculties of understanding and will
structurally reflect God’s internal communication through the Son in the Holy Spirit. In
miscellany 448, Edwards articulates a parallel pattern that can be identified between the
way God is glorified within himself and the way God is glorified in relation to creation.
First, according to Edwards, God is glorified within himself in two ways: as the perfect
idea in the Son and as the delight and enjoyment in the Holy Spirit.
God is glorified within himself these two ways: (1) by appearing or being
manifested to himself in his own perfect idea, or, in his Son, who is the brightness
of his glory; (2) by enjoying and delighting in himself, by flowing forth in infinite
love and delight towards himself, or, in his Holy Spirit.19
Second, corresponding to God’s internal pattern of self-communication, intellectual
sentient beings have two faculties: understanding and will. As John Bombaro argues,
“God’s internal relations serve as the archetypal pattern of the inner constitution of
man.”20 Each faculty functions as receiver of God’s self-communication as the idea and
affection. Edwards continues:
So God glorifies himself towards the creatures also two ways: (1) by appearing to
them, being manifested to their understandings; (2) in communicating himself to
their hearts, and in their rejoicing and delighting in, and enjoying the
manifestations which he makes of himself. They both of them may be called his
glory in the more extensive sense of the word, viz. his shining forth, or the going
forth of his excellency, beauty and essential glory ad extra. By one way it goes
18
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forth towards their understandings; by the other it goes forth towards their wills or
hearts. God is glorified not only by his glory's being seen, but by its being
rejoiced in, when those that see it delight in it: God is more glorified than if they
only see it; his glory is then received by the whole soul, both by the understanding
and by the heart. God made the world that he might communicate, and the
creature receive, his glory, but that it might [be] received both by the mind and
heart.21
Both of these ways of communication share one motivation in common: “the overflowing
of God's internal glory, or an inclination in God to cause his internal glory to flow out ad
extra.”22
And this [is] very consistent with what we are taught of God's being the Alpha
and Omega, the first and the last. God made all things; and the end for which all
things are made, and for which they are disposed, and for which they work
continually, is that God's glory may shine forth and be received. From him all
creatures come, and in him their well-being consists; God is all their beginning,
and God received is all their end. From him and to him are all things; they are all
from him and they are all to be brought to him: but 'tis not that they may add to
him, but that God might be received by them.23
When the elect receive this divine self-communication in understanding and take delight
in it, human sentient beings are fulfilling the purpose and telos for which they were
originally created to be.
However, this fulfillment of the purpose of creation does not take place without
cost: the cross of Jesus in his obedience to the will of God the Father as the execution of
the covenant of redemption. Because human faculties are significantly damaged by the
fall, it is not possible in a fallen condition for the unregenerate to understand and take
delight in this self-communication of divine glory. Unless God regenerates and justifies
21
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the elect and bestows faith on them, a new sense of the communication of divine glory
will not take place. In this sense, justification takes a crucial role for redressing human
faculties in the right direction. Through the person and work of Jesus Christ in history,
Christ purchased salvation for the elect. Christ has carried out the eternal pact in history.
This purchase is now applied to each individual through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.
As Kyle Strobel argues, “Edwards’s development of soteriological loci occurs under his
analysis of the person and work of Christ and the nature and gift of the Spirit,”24 which
indicates Edwards’s general agreement with the Augustinian tradition.
Edwards thinks that justification involves “having both a negative, and positive
righteousness” belonging to the elect.25 A “negative righteousness” means freedom from
sin and punishment, whereas a “positive righteousness” signifies having real
righteousness in God’s sight and thereby entitled for a reward. Justification means that
God sees a person “as not only quit, or free from any obligation to punishment but also as
just and righteous, and so entitled to a positive reward.”26 Since in a fallen state a human
being is without righteousness, “the righteousness of some other should be reckoned to
his account.”27
God neither will nor can justify a person without a righteousness; for justification
is manifestly a forensic term, as the word is used in Scripture, and the thing a
judicial thing, or the act of a judge: so that if a person should be justified without
a righteousness, the judgment would not be according to truth: the sentence of
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justification would be a false sentence, unless there be a righteousness performed
that is by the judge properly looked upon as his.28
God cannot pronounce sinners as righteous simply by neglecting their inherent
ungodliness. God has to see true righteousness in them. This declaration of sinners as
righteous can happen only because God sees the elect so united with Christ that God sees
Christ’s righteousness as their own. This union with Christ29 is a central concept in
Edwards’s doctrine of justification.
Edwards sees more of the ontological reality that underscores the justification
than merely the remission of sin. “Faith gives a title to salvation as it gives an union to
Christ, or is in its nature an actual unition of the soul to Christ.”30 As Morimoto points
out, Edwards makes efforts to “furnish the legal transaction with an ontological basis.”31
Because the saints are united in Christ so closely as one in unity, God sees the merit of
Christ as that of the saints at the same time. Edwards continues: “The soul is saved no
otherwise than in union with Christ, and so is fitly looked upon [as] his.”32 The term
“union” can be equivalent to “relation” for Edwards.33 In union with Christ, the elect are
related so closely to Christ that God sees them as one in which the benefits of Christ also
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belong to the saints. “This relation or union to Christ, whereby Christians are said to be in
Christ (whatever it be), is the ground of their right to his benefits.”34
Morimoto sees in this emphasis on the ontological union of the elect with Christ a
doctrine of infusion that resonates with the Catholic teaching on justification. According
to Morimoto, generally the Protestant, on one hand, holds that in justification, God
imputes Christ’s righteousness to a sinner and pronounces the sinner as righteous as a
forensic declaration. The Catholic, on the other hand, claims the ontological
transformation of the justified through the infusion of grace.35 Because in Edwards’s
theological framework a sinner is justified not only by imputation but also by infusion of
grace, Morimoto concludes that “Edwards’s theories of infused grace exhibit a balanced
combination of Protestant and Catholic concerns in one form.”36 In this way, Morimoto
finds in Edwards’s soteriology a resource for contemporary ecumenical dialogue between
the Protestant and the Catholic.
Furthermore, applying Sang Lee’s dispositional ontological interpretation to
Edwards’s soteriology, Morimoto thinks that in Edwards’s framework anyone who has
disposition to be saved will be saved regardless of their current confessional status.
Accordingly, Morimoto even goes so far as to say that Edwards’s soteriology is inclusive
enough to indicate a possibility of salvation of non-Christian believers.
Furthermore, salvation as understood in this dispositional view can be extended
even beyond the boundary of Judeo-Christian tradition. There is no hard division
between Christians and non-Christians in terms of the grounds on which they are
34
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saved. Those who do possess the disposition are all saved on account of that
disposition, regardless of their explicit or conscious religious affiliation, or lack
thereof. This is a paradigm of soteriology that is radically inclusive and yet
theologically responsible.37
Morimoto finds in Edwards, beyond the intention of Edwards’s himself, a resource for
contemporary ecumenical dialogue between the Protestant and the Catholic, between
Christianity and other religions.38 In the same way, applying a dispositional interpretation
to Edwards’s soteriology, McDermott argues that Edwards later in his life conceived a
potential of salvation of non-believers. Thus McDermott sees in Edwards a helpful
resource for dialogues between Christianity and other religions.39
However, if we interpret Edwards in his own context and theological framework,
it is clear that “Edwards did theology as a Calvinistic pastor,”40 or as “a post-Puritan
champion of Reformed orthodoxy.”41 A quintessential example can be found in
Edwards’s covenantal scheme in his development of soteriology. Perry Miller once
argued that Edwards discarded the Reformed covenantal framework.42 Since then, several
scholars have followed this assessment. For example, Shelton Smith argues: “He
[Edwards] gave little attention to the federal theory, a fact which probably indicates that
37
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he doubted that it sufficiently safeguarded the principle of direct participation.”43 Thomas
Schafer comments that in response to the Arminian charge of the unreasonableness of
forensic justification, Edwards “recoiled from the merely legal and arbitrary elements in
Calvinistic dogma and in the covenant theology.”44 Morimoto basically concurs when he
says: “His standard use of the ‘federal’ vocabulary notwithstanding, Edwards did not
make much use of it.”45 Despite these evaluations, which seem to contain the full
stereotypes of the Reformed tradition, Edwards actually used this federal theological
framework consistently.46
For example, Edwards repeatedly points out that it is only through faith alone that
the elect are justified.
We are justified only by faith in Christ, and not by any manner of virtue or
goodness of our own.47
Faith is a sensibleness of what is real in the work of redemption; and as we do
wholly depend on God, so the soul that believes doth entirely depend on God for
all salvation, in its own sense, and act. Faith abases men, and exalts God, it gives
all the glory of redemption to God alone.48
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[T]here is no one doctrine in the whole Bible is more fully asserted, explained,
and urged than the doctrine of justification by faith alone, without any of our own
righteousness.49
We are dependent on God's power through every step of our redemption. We are
dependent on the power of God to convert us, and give faith in Jesus Christ, and
the new nature.50
In this exposition, Edwards aligns himself with his Reformed predecessors. While the
covenant of works required that human beings obey God’s command for their
justification, after the fall, humans cannot be justified by their own works of obedience.
This is plainly what our divines intend when they say that faith don't justify as a
work, or a righteousness, viz. that it don't justify as a part of our moral goodness
or excellency, or that it don't justify as a work, in the sense that man was to have
been justified by his works by the covenant of works, which was to have a title to
eternal life, given him of God in testimony of his pleasedness with his works, or
his regard to the inherent excellency and beauty of his obedience.51
In his exposition of Romans 1:16-18, Edwards writes that “all are guilty, and in a state of
condemnation, and therefore can't be saved by their own righteousness, that it must be by
the righteousness of God through Christ received by faith alone.”52 It is only through the
union in Christ that the righteousness of Christ is imputed to the elect and thereby they
are justified.
Accordingly, Edwards draws a sharp distinction between justification as a reward
for the human act of faith and justification by faith as the union in Christ.
[T]here is a wide difference between its being looked on suitable that Christ's
satisfaction and merits should be theirs that believe, because an interest in that
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satisfaction and merit is but a fit reward of faith, or a suitable testimony of God's
respect to the amiableness and excellency of that grace, and its only being looked
on suitable that Christ's satisfaction and merits should be theirs, because Christ
and they are so united, that in the eyes of the Judge they may be looked upon, and
taken, as one.53
The elect are justified not because of their inherent moral excellency but because of the
union in Christ wrought by faith.
Moreover, Edwards articulates this theme within the framework of federal
theology. For instance, in his sermon on 2 Samuel 23:5 in 1729, Edwards explicates
justification within the framework of the covenant of works and the covenant of grace.
“The Covenant of Grace is that Covenant which G has Revealed to man since he failed of
life by the Covenant of works. Promising Justification & Eternal life to all that believe in
J.X.”54 Even before the incarnation, saints in the Old Testament were justified by Jesus
Christ who was to come.55 In his biblical exegesis, the Northampton pastor sees in a
patriarchs’ blessing a type of the covenant of grace in Jesus Christ. “The patriarch’s thus
blessing their children before their death exhibits to us a type of the covenant of grace,
which is as it were Christ's last will and testament to his people. Genesis 27:9.”56 The
covenant of grace in Jesus Christ was virtually implied in the Ten Commandments
revealed to the people of Israel at Mount Sinai. “The Cov. of Grace is virtually contained
in those words in the Preface to the Ten C. Which words G. Spoke at Mt Sinai I am the L.
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thy G.”57 This economy of redemption stems from the covenant of redemption: the
eternal covenant made between the Father and the Son.
He was appointed to it from Et• in an Eternal Covenant that was between the
Father & him. then G• called him & then he undertook to be an high Priest to
make attonem• for the sins of men. of this covenant G• speaks in Zech •6• 12• 13•
calling it the counsel of Peace that was between G• & him.58
Edwards develops his soteriology within the framework of covenant theology that sees
the covenant of works and the covenant of grace as the ectypal unfolding of the covenant
of redemption.
While Smith, Shafer, and Morimoto seem to think that Edwards’s language of
participation is not compatible with the scheme of federal theology, Edwards actually
develops his language of participation in Christ within the framework of federal theology.
They are united. union with X is the first & most Immediate Consequence of
acceptance of him. Xtians have a vital union with X. they are come to him & are
ingrafted onto him & become branches of him members of his body. They are
come to him so that he is come to dwell with them & in them by his Holy Spr. …
There is a Covenant union between & X & the soul of a Xtian they are united by
the mutual bed of a Cov. whereby he is theirs and they his there is such an union
that they have a mutual propriety in Each other.59
In Edwards, covenantal framework and participatory language that describes the elect’s
union with Christ are not mutually exclusive but rather they intimately go together.
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Even Edwards’s well-known sermon “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”
clearly pronounces the damnation of the reprobate who disconnect themselves from the
covenant of grace.
God has laid himself under no obligation by any promise to keep any natural man
out of hell one moment. God certainly has made no promises either of eternal life,
or of any deliverance or preservation from eternal death, but what are contained in
the covenant of grace, the promises that are given in Christ, in whom all the
promises are yea and amen. But surely they have no interest in the promises of the
covenant of grace that are not the children of the covenant, and that don't believe
in any of the promises of the covenant, and have no interest in the Mediator of the
covenant.60
Furthermore, Edwards disapproves of a possibility for the salvation of heathens in the
following way:
Hence we learn that there is nothing appears in the reason and nature of things …
that can justly lead us to determine that God will certainly reveal Christ and give
the necessary means of grace, or some way or other bestow true holiness and
saving grace, and so eternal salvation, to those heathen that are sincere … in their
endeavors to find out the will of the Deity and please him according to that light,
that they may escape his future displeasure and wrath and obtain happiness in
their future state through his favor.61
Rather than plumb possibilities of ecumenical dialogues or the salvation of non-Christian
believers, it seems more faithful to and consistent with Edwards’s own theological
framework to recapture his federal theology and its practical implications.
Justification and Perseverance
Within this covenantal framework, Edwards delineates his doctrine of justification
by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. The elect are regenerated by the direct
influence of the Holy Spirit. The spiritual knowledge that communicates divine
60
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excellence and majesty is wrought by the direct work of the Holy Spirit. The spiritual
knowledge is “what God is the author of, and none else: he reveals it, and flesh and blood
reveals it not.”62 God “imparts this knowledge immediately, not making use of any
intermediate natural causes.”63 While the Spirit of God acts upon the unregenerate only
“as an extrinsic occasional agent” and assists employment of natural faculties, the Spirit
“unites himself with the mind of a saint, takes him for his temple, actuates and influences
him as a new, supernatural principle of life and action.”64
Accordingly, there is an unbridgeable gap between the regenerate and the
unregenerate in terms of the work of the Holy Spirit. The true regenerate has a “true
sense of the divine and superlative excellency of the things of religion.”65 The regenerate
not only rationally understands divine things in understanding, but also has a sense of
them because the will is affected by the Spirit of God.
He don't merely rationally believe that God is glorious, but he has a sense of the
gloriousness of God in his heart. There is not only a rational belief that God is
holy, and that holiness is a good thing; but there is a sense of the loveliness of
God's holiness. There is not only a speculatively judging that God is gracious, but
a sense how amiable God is upon that account; or a sense of the beauty of this
divine attribute.66
The speculative or notional knowledge only apprehends things as theoretical knowledge
“in distinction from the will or disposition of the soul,”67 while the spiritual knowledge
62

Jonathan Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE, 17:409.

63

Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE 17:409.

64

Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE 17:411.

65

Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE 17:413.

66

Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE 17:413.

67

Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE 17:414.

158

wrought by “the sense of the heart” has “a sense of the beauty, amiableness, or sweetness
of a thing; so that the heart is sensible of pleasure and delight in the presence of the idea
of it.”68
Thus there is a difference between having an opinion that God is holy and
gracious, and having a sense of the loveliness and beauty of that holiness and
grace. There is a difference between having a rational judgment that honey is
sweet, and having a sense of its sweetness. A man may have the former, that
knows not how honey tastes; but a man can't have the latter, unless he has an idea
of the taste of honey in his mind. So there is a difference between believing that a
person is beautiful, and having a sense of his beauty. The former may be obtained
by hearsay, but the latter only by seeing the countenance. There is a wide
difference between mere speculative, rational judging anything to be excellent,
and having a sense of its sweetness, and beauty. The former rests only in the head,
speculation only is concerned in it; but the heart is concerned in the latter. When
the heart is sensible of the beauty and amiableness of a thing, it necessarily feels
pleasure in the apprehension. It is implied in a person's being heartily sensible of
the loveliness of a thing, that the idea of it is sweet and pleasant to his soul; which
is a far different thing from having a rational opinion that it is excellent.69
Citing Matthew 11:27 (“All things are delivered unto me of my Father, and no man
knoweth the Son but the Father; neither knoweth any man the Father, save the Son, and
he to whomever the Son will reveal him”), Edwards claims that the work of imparting
spiritual light is “the arbitrary operation, and gift of God, bestowing this knowledge on
whom he will.”70
The reality that the work of regeneration is God’s arbitrary operation means that
this divine dispensation is a “covenant of mercy, and way of grace towards his people, as
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peculiar to the saints, and given only by God.”71 While this sheer dependence of the elect
on God’s justifying grace is clear in Edwards, this complete dependence does not
necessarily mean mere passiveness. While Christ took an active role in becoming a
human and fulfilling perfect obedience to the Father’s will, the elect also play an active
role in the union in Christ. Faith is “the soul's active uniting with Christ, or is itself the
very act of unition, on their part.”72 Edwards continues:
God sees it fit, that in order to an union's being established between two
intelligent active beings or persons, so as that they should be looked upon as one,
there should be the mutual act of both, that each should receive the other, as
actively joining themselves one to another. God in requiring this in order to an
union with Christ as one of his people, treats men as reasonable creatures, capable
of act, and choice; and hence sees it fit that they only, that are one with Christ by
their own act, should be looked upon as one in law: what is real in the union
between Christ and his people, is the foundation of what is legal; that is, it is
something really in them, and between them, uniting them, that is the ground of
the suitableness of their being accounted as one by the Judge.73
On the one hand, God brings forth justification of the elect through the perfect obedience
of Christ. The elect do not have any inherent value that renders them worthy of
justification. Yet on the other hand, since this justification takes place in the elect’s union
in Christ, it is still an active, willing participation on the part of the elect in the benefits of
Christ. Thus, “Edwards’s concept of faith is very active and volitional in character.”74

71

Edwards, “A Divine and Supernatural Light,” in WJE 17:418. For the morphology of Puritan’s
doctrine of conversion, see Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley, Puritan Preparation by Grace (Grand
Rapids: Reformed Heritage Books, 2012); Beeke and Smalley, “Preparationism or Preparatory Grace: The
Puritans on Preparation for Conversion” (paper presented at the Franeker University Theological Society,
Grand Rapids, MI, December 7, 2012); Norman Pettit, The Heart Prepared: Grace and Conversion in
Puritan Spiritual Life (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966).
72

Edwards, “Justification by Faith Alone,” in WJE, 19:158.

73

Edwards, “Justification by Faith Alone,” in WJE, 19:158. See also Edwards, “Miscellany,” no.
568, in WJE, 18:105.
74

Morimoto, Jonathan Edwards and the Catholic Vision of Salvation, 88.

160

Morimoto points out: “Such an active and voluntary involvement of the believer is
important for Edwards, for it expresses an element of human participation in the work of
justification.”75
In fact, Edwards’s emphasis on the believers’ active role in participating in the
benefits of Christ sometimes prompted scholars to think that in his doctrine of
justification Edwards inadvertently leaned towards Arminianism, the very opponent he
protested. For example, Lawrence R. Rast Jr. argues:
He [Edwards] wanted to protect the integrity of the human personality and the
freedom of the will. He shifted the notion of imputation away from an arbitrary
act of God, so that imputation was dependent on an act of the human will, not the
decision of God. Imputation depended on faith. In fact, justification depended
upon the act of faith. The unintended but real effect was that Edwards stressed the
human side in the salvation equation more than the divine. The ironic result was
that while Edwards sought to maintain a consistent Calvinism, he opened the door
to a full capitulation to the Arminian scheme.76
Because Edwards calls the act of faith as “one holy act of ours” and “the condition of our
salvation,”77 some scholars conceived that Edwards ultimately weighed the decision of
the human will over against God’s gratuitous nature of grace.
However, this interpretation does not take seriously the eternal pact of salvation
made between the Father and the Son, or Edwards’s understanding of freedom of the will.
As was seen before, Edwards’s concept of the covenant of redemption virtually contained
the salvation of the elect which would be actualized and executed in temporality. Even
the willing participation on the part of the believers in the union in Christ was also
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included in God’s eternal plan of redemption. Faith is, in this sense, “an antecedent gift of
God.”78 While the believers voluntarily close with Christ in the act of faith, it is at the
same time “God that gives faith whereby we close with Christ.”79 Hence for Edwards
human free will and God’s sovereignty are not exclusive but compatible to each other.80
We are not merely passive in it, nor yet does God do some and we do the rest, but
God does all and we do all. God produces all and we act all. For that is what he
produces, our own acts. God is the only proper author and fountain; we only are
the proper actors. We are in different respects wholly passive and wholly active.81
By emphasizing the active participation of the believers in the communion with Christ,
Edwards does not undermine the gratuitous nature of divine grace. To be accurate,
Edwards emphasizes both the sovereign nature of divine grace and the active
participation of the saint in the benefits of Christ’s righteousness.
In other words, Edwards sees that the covenant of redemption as God’s eternal
plan of redemption unfolds in this world in a way that human voluntary acts take a
constitutive and indispensable part. Here God rewards the holiness in the elect when that
holiness itself is God’s gift. Edwards explains: “He [God] has a propensity to reward
holiness, but he gives it on purpose that he may reward it; because he loves the creature,
and loves to reward, and therefore gives it something that he may reward.”82 “God
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crowns his own gift of faith with the reward of justification.”83 God gives the gift of faith
to the elect and rewards it by himself yet in a way that the elect as an agent of a voluntary
decision plays a vital role in that process. In sum, “In faith God’s self-communication
flows back to God via humanity.”84
For Edwards, God’s sovereign rule and active human involvement in God’s grand
design of redemption do not exclude but are compatible with each other. Terms such as
“action” and “passion” do not signify “opposite existences,” but “only opposite
relations.”85 In other words, Edwards conceives activeness and passiveness not in
absolute sense, but in relational terms. Edwards continues: “The soul may be both active
and passive in the same thing in different respects, active with relation to one thing, and
passive with relation to another.”86 Thus with the terms “cause” and “effect,” Edwards
explains, “the same thing may at the same time, in different respects and relations, be
both cause and effect.”87 It is possible then that in terms of salvation, the destiny of each
human being is constrained and determined, and yet at the same time, in terms of active
engagement with objects on which the action is terminated, the person, as the agent, acts
actively and freely.
A quintessential example can be found in Edwards’s polemical argument against
the Arminian interpretation of freedom. In his Freedom of the Will, Edwards sees the
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Arminian notion of freedom as the sheer indifference and equilibrium out of which the
agent can choose freely either to do or not to do a certain thing. Since freedom means
will’s self-determining power, so Arminians argue, any constraint imposed on the agent
means necessity that bounds the agent unfree. If the agent is bound to do certain actions
necessarily, Arminians believed, then one cannot attribute to the agent virtue and vice,
reward and punishment, and praise and blame. In short, for the Arminian notion of
freedom, moral agency is incompatible with any idea of necessity and determinism.88 To
this argument, Edwards responds that such a notion of freedom devastates the certainty of
salvation itself. If freedom always means openness to conflicting options, then Christ
might have failed in sin. Consequently, salvation might not have prevailed. If Christ has a
choice to obey the will of the Father or not, there would be a possibility in which Christ
failed in his perseverance and obedience to the will of the Father. This uncertainty
contradicts with the nature of God’s promise because “God’s absolute promise of any
things makes the things promised necessary, and their failing to take place absolutely
impossible.”89
In other words, with the Arminian notion of freedom, the idea of a divine decree
is untenable. Since Arminian divines also hold the doctrine of divine decree,90 it is their
presupposition of freedom itself that Arminians need to reconsider.
God could not decree before the foundation of the world, to save all that should
believe in, and obey Christ, unless he had absolutely decreed that salvation should
be provided, and effectually wrought out by Christ. And since (as the Arminians
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themselves strenuously maintain) a decree of God infers necessity; hence it
became necessary that Christ should persevere, and actually work out salvation
for us, and that he should not fail by the commission of sin.91
If, as Arminians argue, moral agency obtains only in a state where the agent has selfdetermining power to do or not to do certain things, then God, who decrees from eternity
that Christ accomplishes salvation without fail would be considered as the amoral agent
or the agent morally unaccountable. If Christ was preordained to carry out the Father’s
will and there was no possibility in which Christ fails to do so, then according to the
Arminian definition of freedom, Christ would be unworthy of praise, reward, and virtue.
This would be a horrible, blasphemous thought that Arminians themselves would
adamantly deny. This logical consequence has to force Arminians to reconsider their
notion of free will as a self-determining power exerted from the state of indifference and
equilibrium.
It is in this context of attesting the unfailing certainty of salvation that Edwards
introduces the idea of the covenant of redemption.
That it should be possible for Christ to fail of doing his Father’s will, is
inconsistent with the promise made to the Father by the Son, by the Logos that
was with the Father from the beginning, before he took the human nature.92
If the Logos, who was with the Father, before the world, and who made the world,
thus engaged in covenant to do the will of the Father in the human nature, and the
promise, was as it were recorded, that it might be made sure, doubtless it was
impossible that it should fail; and so it was impossible that Christ should fail of
doing the will of the Father in the human nature.93
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If freedom is will’s self-determining power and thus leaves room for failure for Christ to
work out redemption for sinners, the whole promise of God’s work of salvation would be
in jeopardy.
If it was possible for Christ to have failed of doing the will of his Father, and so to
have failed of effectually working out redemption for sinners, then the salvation
of all the saints, who were saved from the beginning of the world, to the death of
Christ, was not built on a firm foundation. The Messiah, and the redemption
which he was to work out by his obedience unto death, was the foundation of the
salvation of all the posterity of fallen man, that ever were saved. Therefore, if
when the Old Testament saints had the pardon of their sins, and the favor of God
promised them, and salvation bestowed upon them, still it was possible that the
Messiah, when he came, might commit sin, then all this was on a foundation that
was not firm and stable, but liable to fail; something which it was possible might
never be. God did as it were trust to what his Son had engaged and promised to do
in future time; and depended so much upon it, that he proceeded actually to save
men on the account of it, as though it had been already done. But this trust and
dependence of God, on the supposition of Christ’s being liable to fail of doing his
will, was leaning on a staff that was weak, and might possibly break.94
[T]he dependence of those who looked for redemption in Jerusalem, and waited
for the consolation of Israel (Luke 2:25 and 38), and the confidence of the
disciples of Jesus, who forsook all and followed him, that they might enjoy the
benefits of his future kingdom, was built on a sandy foundation.95
Edwards’s point is that since God’s promise of salvation should be realized certainly and
necessarily without fail, and since even Arminians fully subscribe to this biblical truth,
the notion of free will as a self-determining power needs to be reformulated in order to
avoid this devastating and infamous consequence. Through this argument of reductio ad
absurdum, Edwards asserts that the true notion of free will needs to be compatible with
the necessity and determinism of God’s grand design of redemption.
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Does this notion of necessity and determinism frustrate the worthiness of praise
and reward for the agent of the action? It should not be so. Even when the action is
determined by God’s decree, it is still the action of the agent, the action chosen by the
agent who is morally accountable. While actions determined to take place may not be
considered as worthy of praise and reward according to the Arminian scheme, the
reworked notion of free will should accommodate both this divine necessity and free
human moral agency.
If there be any truth in Christianity or the holy Scriptures, the man Christ Jesus
had his will infallibly, unalterably and unfrustrably determined to good, and that
alone; but yet he had promises of glorious rewards made to him, on condition of
his persevering in, and perfecting the work which God had appointed him.96
Even when Christ Jesus was determined to obey the Father’s will to accomplish the work
of redemption, it was still the action of Jesus as a moral agent and thus accounted for
reward and praise. In other words, Christ’s obedience to the will of the Father was both
necessary and yet meritorious.
The covenant of redemption constitutes the foundation not only for justification of
the elect but also for the perseverance of the saints. The benefits that the elect partake of
through the union in Christ are not limited to justification. In fact, for Edwards,
justification by faith alone as the union in Christ already entails the saint’s perseverance
as abiding in this communion with Christ.
So that although the sinner is actually, and finally justified on the first act of faith,
yet the perseverance of faith, even then, comes into consideration, as one thing on
which the fitness of acceptance to life depends. God the act of justification, which
is passed on a sinner's first believing, has respect to perseverance, as being
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virtually contained in that first act of faith and 'tis looked upon and taken by him
that justifies, as being as it were a property in that faith that then is.97
Even though the saint’s perseverance has not yet actually taken place at the point of
justification, it is assumed to ensue because God has intended the perseverance to unfold
for the elect. Hence within the justification, the perseverance of the saints is virtually
contained and assumed to follow.
God has respect to the believer's continuance in faith, and he is justified by that,
as though it already were, because by divine establishment it shall follow; and it
being by divine constitution connected with that first faith, as much as if it were a
property in it, it is then considered as such, and so justification is not suspended.98
Perseverance indeed comes into consideration even in the justification of a sinner,
as one thing on which the fitness of acceptance to life depends. For though a
sinner is justified on his first act of faith, yet even then, in that act of justification,
God has respect to perseverance, as being virtually in that first act; and 'tis looked
upon as if it were a property of the faith, by which the sinner is then justified. God
has respect to continuance in faith, and the sinner is justified by that, as though it
already were, because by divine establishment it shall follow; and so it is accepted
as if it were a property contained in the faith that is then seen.99
Because God established the divine constitution in a way that perseverance surely follows
justification for the elect, the saints can be assured of the completion of their salvation to
the extent that they can see as if perseverance in faith is a property ingrained in the initial
faith.
Because of this firm conviction of the divine establishment, Edwards can dare to
talk about “final justification” distinguished from the first justification wrought by God’s
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regenerating work.100 Distinguishing between the first and the second justification,
Edwards notes:
The first justification, which is at conversion, is a man's becoming righteous, or
his coming to have a righteousness belonging to him, or imputed to him. This is
by faith alone. The second is at judgment, which is that by which a man is proved
and declared righteous. This is by works, and not by faith only.101
In other words, final justification is in a sense pending until the end of time when
perseverance in faith will be proved. Also in miscellany 847, Edwards writes:
And even justification itself does in a sense attend and depend upon these afterworks of the Spirit of God upon the soul. The condition of justification in a sense
remains still to be performed, even after the first conversion, and the sentence of
justification in a sense remains still to be passed, and the man remains still in a
state of probation for heaven, which could not be, if his justification did not still
depend on what remained to be done.102
Yet again, rather than the affinity with the Roman Catholic doctrine of justification,
Edwards intends this idea of final justification “to be understood in a Protestant and
Calvinistic way.”103 Since God constituted and ordained the sequence of salvation
unfailingly, the elect are justified here and now without reservation.
Though perseverance be not an act performed, till after persons have finished
their days; yet perseverance is looked upon as virtually performed in the first act
of faith, because that first act is of such a nature as shows the principle to be of a
persevering sort.104
But this faith on which salvation thus depends, and the perseverance that belongs
to it, is one thing in it that is really a fundamental ground of the congruity that
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such a qualification gives to salvation. Faith is that which renders it congruous
that we should be accepted to a title to salvation. And it is so on the account of
certain properties in, or certain things that belong to, it; and this is one of them,
viz. its perseverance.105
Edwards’s intention here is not to emphasize a pending character of justification but the
certainty and assurance of salvation of the elect because of the divine constitution made
from eternity in the covenant of redemption that carries the elect through perseverance in
faith.
In fact, the first act of faith envisions and entails the whole array of God’s work of
salvation: regeneration, conversion, justification, perseverance, and sanctification. When
Edwards elaborates on the covenant of Christ with his people, that is, the covenant of
grace, he states:
It includes sanctification and perseverance; these are included in the enjoyment of
Christ and communion with Christ. It includes justification; this also is a part of
believers' communion with Christ, for they in their justification are but partakers
of Christ's justification. They are pardoned and justified in Christ's acquittance
and justification as Mediator.106
Faith as the communion in Christ entails justification, sanctification, and perseverance
simply because they are all benefits earned by Christ in which the elect partake. In a
similar manner, when Edwards describes the benefits intended in the covenant of
redemption, he says:
In the promise of the Father's covenant with the Son are included eternal life,
perseverance, justification; and not only so, but regeneration or conversion; the
giving faith, and all things necessary in order to faith, [such] as the means of
grace, God's Word and ordinances: for all these things are included in the success
of what [Christ] has done and suffered and are parts of his reward.107
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In Edwards, regeneration, justification, perseverance, and sanctification all take place as
God’s gracious work faithful to his covenant, the covenant of redemption between the
Father and the Son, and its ectypal unfolding as the covenant of grace between God and
the elect.
Christian Piety and Practice
The covenant of redemption not only brings forth justification of the elect
concomitant with the ensuing perseverance in faith, but also issues into Christian piety
and practice. William J. Danaher Jr. notes: “Edwards thus believes that Christian piety
and practice flow from the same experience of new being.”108 Because the work of
justification and perseverance is wrought sheerly by God’s grace, the elect experience
their utter dependence on God in the divine work of redemption. Edwards writes: “By
reason of our so great dependence on God, and his perfections, and in so many respects,
he and his glory are the more directly set in our view, which way soever we turn our
eyes.”109 As Paul Ramsey points out, “The piety which God requires, the only one he will
accept, is one which engages the heart and inclines the self as a whole toward the divine
glory in a love which is unmixed” and “the particular change called conversion becomes
possible only if the self is affected at the heart.”110 Describing the spiritual knowledge,
Edwards remarks:
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This light is such as effectually influences the inclination, and changes the nature
of the soul. It assimilates the nature to the divine nature, and changes the soul into
an image of the same glory that is beheld; 2 Corinthians 3:18, "But we all with
open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same
image, from glory to glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord." This knowledge
will wean from the world, and raise the inclination to heavenly things. It will turn
the heart to God as the fountain of good, and to choose him for the only portion.
This light, and this only, will bring the soul to a saving close with Christ. It
conforms the heart to the gospel, mortifies its enmity and opposition against the
scheme of salvation therein revealed: it causes the heart to embrace the joyful
tidings, and entirely to adhere to, and acquiesce in the revelation of Christ as our
Savior; it causes the whole soul to accord and symphonize with it, admitting it
with entire credit and respect, cleaving to it with full inclination and affection.
And it effectually disposes the soul to give up itself entirely to Christ.111
For Edwards, Christian piety is the full embrace of this divine gracious work on
redressing the inclination of the heart through the Holy Spirit, the utter dependence of the
saint on God’s work of redemption, and the willingness to obey and live out in love
God’s commandments for the sake of God’s glory. Edwards’s piety is “an embrace of
God in Christ based upon a heartfelt sense of the transcendent beauty of all that God is in
himself and all that God has done through Christ for sinful humanity.”112
For this reason, it is important for Edwards to distinguish between genuine and
counterfeit piety. One of the most important signs of genuine piety is, according to
Edwards, practice. In fact, all works of redemption: conversion, regeneration,
justification, and sanctification should necessarily issue into practice. Edwards concedes:
Regeneration, which is that work of God in which grace is infused, has a direct
relation to practice; for 'tis the very end of it, with a view to which the whole
work is wrought: all is calculated and framed, in this mighty and manifold change
wrought in the soul, so as directly to tend to this end.113
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For Edwards, “The tendency of grace in the heart to holy practice, is very direct, and the
connection most natural close and necessary.”114 Only those hearts affected by the direct
influence of divine grace bear fruits in “an universal holiness of life”115 and “a true,
gracious and universal obedience.”116
Edwards describes this natural connection between the infused grace and the
ensuing practice with various images of organic association.
'Tis no barren thing; there is nothing in the universe that in its nature has a greater
tendency to fruit. Godliness in the heart has as direct a relation to practice, as a
fountain has to a stream, or as the luminous nature of the sun has to beams sent
forth, or as life has to breathing, or the beating of the pulse, or any other vital act;
or as a habit or principle of action has to action: for 'tis the very nature and notion
of grace, that 'tis a principle of holy action or practice.117
Citing Ephesians 2:10 (“For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus, unto good
works”) and Titus 2:14 (“Who gave himself for us, that he might redeem us from all
iniquity, and purify unto himself a peculiar people, zealous of good works”), Edwards
claims: “Yea 'tis the very end of the redemption of Christ.”118 Redemption from the
bondage in Egypt also issued into holy practice, signifying that the freedom from
bondage by divine grace necessarily issues into holy practice. Exodus 4:23 says: “Let my
son go, that he may serve me.”119 Furthermore, bearing the fruit of practice is regarded as
114
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“the end of election” as John 15:13 says: “Ye have not chosen me; but I have chosen you,
and ordained you, that you go and bring forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain.”120
Hence Edwards concludes: “Holy practice is as much the end of all that God does about
his saints, as fruit is the end of all the husbandman does about the growth of his field or
vineyard.”121 If this holy practice is the fruit of justification and perseverance, and
justification and perseverance have been destined to take place for the elect from eternity
in the covenant of redemption, the connection between Christian practice and the
covenant of redemption is unmistakable.
This connection between the eternal pact in the immanent Trinity and the holy
practice in temporality is further clarified by examining the work of the Holy Spirit as the
bond of union between the Father and the Son, and between Christ and the elect. As was
seen in chapter 3, the Holy Spirit is the bond of union between the Father and the Son in
the immanent Trinity. “The Holy Spirit is,” Edwards notes, “the act of God between the
Father and the Son infinitely loving and delighting in each other.”122 The Holy Spirit is
“the love, the joy, the excellence, the holiness of God”123 and “that infinite delight there
is between the Father and the Son.”124 Hence in the covenant of redemption, the Holy
Spirit unites the Father and the Son as the bond of union between these two. “As his
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nature is the divine love that is between the Father and the Son, he is the bond of union
between the two covenanting persons, whereby they with infinite sweetness agree, and
are infinitely strongly united as parties joined in covenant.”125
The work of the Holy Spirit as the bond of union, however, does not remain
within the immanent Trinity. When God exerts and communicate himself to the world,
the Holy Spirit further works as the bond of union between God and the saints. For
Edwards, grace in a soul simply means “the Holy Spirit in man,”126 or “the Holy Ghost
acting in the soul, and there communicating his own holy nature.”127
As the covenant of redemption functions as the nexus between the immanent
Trinity and the economic Trinity, so the Holy Spirit bridges God’s inner communion of
trinitarian persons and God’s work of redemption in temporality. If the covenant of
redemption is the divine establishment and framework of God’s redemptive work, the
Holy Spirit is God enacting and exercising this scheme into practice. When Christ
purchased the sum of his salvation, namely, the Holy Spirit, Christ “poured it forth
abundantly for the conversion of thousands and millions of souls.”128
The sum of all that Christ purchased is the Holy Ghost. God is he of whom the
purchase is made, God is the purchase and the price, and God is the thing
purchased: God is the Alpha and the Omega in this work. The great thing
purchased by Jesus Christ for us is communion with God, which is only in having
the Spirit; 'tis participation of Christ's fullness, and having grace for grace, which
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is only in having of that Spirit which he has without measure; this is the promise
of the Father.129
Through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, the elect participate in God’s fullness and
happiness. Anthropologically, this means the disposition of the heart is changed and the
elect begins to have a new sense of the heart, or spiritual knowledge.
When grace is infused and the Holy Spirit begins to reside in the heart of the elect,
the saint begin to be able to sense spiritual beauty and majesty of God.
[T]he inward principle from whence they flow, is something divine, a
communication of God, a participation of the divine nature, Christ living in the
heart, the Holy Spirit dwelling there, in union with faculties of the soul, as an
internal vital principle, exerting his own proper nature, in the exercise of those
faculties.130
As Robert Caldwell notes, “By virtue of this pneumatological union, the Spirit restores
the supernatural powers of the soul that were destroyed by the fall.”131 The new principle
in the heart begins to exert its power, and the disposition of the heart is reoriented in a
way consistent with the divine commands. In this way, this new sense of the heart issues
into holy practice. Edwards says: “That spiritual knowledge and understanding, which are
the immediate foundation of all true grace in the heart, tends to practice. A true
knowledge of God and divine things is a practical knowledge”;132 “Gracious and holy
affections have their exercise and fruit in Christian practice.”133 In fact, “Christian
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practice is the principal sign by which Christians are to judge, both of their own and
others' sincerity of godliness.”134
Indeed the power of godliness is exerted in the first place within the soul, in the
sensible, lively exercise of gracious affections there. Yet the principal evidence of
this power of godliness, is in those exercises of holy affections that are practical,
and in their being practical; in conquering the will, and conquering the lusts and
corruptions of men, and carrying men on in the way of holiness, through all
temptation, difficulty and opposition.135
These holy exercises stem from the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the soul of the elect.
As the Holy Spirit unites the Father and the Son as the bond of union, so unites the same
Spirit Christ and the elect.
This bonding work of the Holy Spirit is exerted not only to each individual elect
but also to the church as God’s chosen people as a whole. The covenant of redemption
envisions the eternal communion of God with the church elect from before the foundation
of the world. This concept can sometimes have repercussions to practical issues such as
how to set boundaries in church membership and how to conceive of one’s own country.
We will explore these implications in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 6
COVENANT OF REDEMPTION, TRINITY, CHURCH COVENANT, AND
NATIONAL COVENANT
Jonathan Edwards’s doctrine of the covenant of redemption has relevance not
only to the doctrine of justification, but also to the doctrine of the church. As the previous
chapter examined, the covenant of redemption implies God’s decrees of justifying the
elect and carrying each as an individual through the perseverance of faith. Yet, beyond
the elect as individual believers, the covenant of redemption envisions the church as the
communion of the saints, the elect as the whole in unity. The covenant of redemption also
has repercussions to the view of one’s nation.
At first glance, it might not be entirely clear how the eternal covenant between the
Father and the Son relates to seemingly earthly issues such as to whom church
membership should be granted or how one should conduct oneself as a citizen of a
country. Yet, arguably it is possible to conceive these questions as discerning the
relationship between eternity and temporality. How can the saints own their covenant and
live out this covenantal fellowship with God on earth? How can one discern and
determine church membership on earth when it is supposedly impossible to identify
exactly who are the elect within the covenant of grace and who are not? Further, in a
society dominantly Christian where the church membership and citizenship were often
overlapped, how does the eternal covenantal background influence the view of one’s own
country and her course of action? How do Christian believers envisage the place and
mission of one’s nation in light of God’s work of redemption in history? In this chapter, I
will argue that Edwards’s idea of the covenant of redemption has at least an indirect
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connection with his view of the church and New England within the history of God’s
work of redemption.
The Communion between Christ and the Church
As Douglas Sweeney points out, in spite of his life-long commitment to pastoral
ministry, “Edwards’ doctrine of the church has gone largely unnoticed by scholars.”1
Partly because Edwards’s ecclesiastical writings primarily focus on the qualification of
church membership and the related communion controversy, scholarly treatments also
tend to be limited to this area.2 Nonetheless, “inasmuch as these writings deal narrowly
with the issue of local church membership, they speak but indirectly to the nature of the
Christian church at large.”3 In fact, as will be seen, it is important to see even these
narrowly focused issues such as church membership and communion controversy within
1
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a larger covenantal framework that stems from eternity in the covenant of redemption. In
order to examine the connection between the covenant of redemption and the church
covenant, I will first look at the eschatological telos of the church in Edwards’s thought.
Then I will examine how Edwards attempted to discern church membership in a way that
is faithful to the covenant between Christ and the church elect. I will then note some
practical implications that stem from this covenantal relationship.
First, Edwards sees the goal of the covenant of redemption terminated upon the
eternal communion between the Godhead and the church. For Edwards, this church is
“the body of Christ, [the] mystical body of Christ.”4 In accordance with the exposition by
Thomas Goodwin,5 Edwards elaborates on the meaning of being chosen in Christ as he
exegetes Ephesians 1:4: “According as he hath chosen us in him before the foundation of
the world, that we might be holy and without blame before him in love.”6 To speak of the
elect chosen in Christ does not mean that God foresees faith in certain people and
therefore chose them to be elect.7 Nor does the election indicate that God foresaw the
merits and satisfactions wrought by Christ as the surety of the elect.8 They are already
chosen in Christ so that they may be holy. The election in Christ has taken place in
eternity so that they may be blessed in time. As Edwards notes, “our being looked upon
4
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in him is some way the ground of our being chosen from eternity to be holy and happy, as
it is the ground of being blessed with spiritual blessings in time.”9 Further, the election of
the saints in Christ does not merely mean that they have been elected with Christ. Rather,
“Christ, in some respect, is first in this affair, and some way or other the ground of our
being chosen, and God's election of him some way or other including and inferring the
election of particular saints.”10
After removing these misinterpretations, Edwards now positively describes the
meaning of being chosen in Christ. First, by “in Christ,” the Scripture means that all
things have been purposed for Christ and they are to be accomplished by Christ. Edwards
maintains: “the sum of God's decrees is called the purpose which he purposed in Christ
Jesus, Ephesians 3:11, by the particle εν, signifying that what God purposed, he purposed
for Christ and purposed to accomplish by Christ.”11 Indeed, Christ is “the end of all God's
works ad extra,” and thus “the accomplishment of all was committed to him.”12
Second, the end of this election in Christ and indeed, the purpose of creation itself,
is “to procure a spouse, or a mystical body, for his Son.”13
His decree in appointing the individual creatures that were chosen to be members
of his body, the accomplishment of God's purposes with respect to which were
more especially committed to Christ—I say this purpose may well, in a more
peculiar manner, be called a purpose which God purposed in Christ Jesus. And
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the determination or election of these individual created beings might be called an
election in Christ, and they said to be chosen in Christ.14
Since the end of creation is to procure a body for the Son, the election in Christ means
that God purposed certain people to become members of the body of Christ and that this
is to be accomplished in Christ.
Third, because each elect is elected in Christ and called to be one with Christ, the
church is conceived not as the mere aggregate of individuals but as one body, the organic
unity under the headship of Jesus Christ. Edwards describes this unity of the church as
the object of God’s communication of himself in the love and grace of the Son.
As God determined in his eternal decrees to create a world, to communicate
himself, and his Son might have an object for the object of his infinite grace and
love, so God determined that this object should be one. His special aim in all was
to procure one created child, one spouse and body of his Son for the adequate
displays of his unspeakable and transcendent goodness and grace. Therefore,
though many individual persons were chosen, yet they were chosen to receive
God's infinite good and Christ's peculiar love in union, as one body, one spouse,
all united in one head. Therefore they were all chosen to receive those divine
communications no otherwise than in that head.15
Because all history is leading to the union in Christ and because Christ brings this into
effect according to God’s decree, it is fitting to say that the elect are chosen in Christ. As
the company of people elected and chosen in Christ, the elect are regarded universally as
one united with Christ. As Thomas Schafer points out, “The Church, which is elect
mankind and the body of Christ, is seen to be a universal, not merely a collection of
particulars; it is the new man which is in Christ and, in some sense, is Christ.”16
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Fourth, the election in Christ means that Christ is the head of this body. As
Edwards notes, “When God had determined that the elect object of his love should be one,
all the members one body, united in one head, the first thing was to choose a head, even
as when a man goes about to choose materials for a building the first thing is to choose a
stone for the foundation.”17 Christ is “the first elect and the head of election” and hence
the participation of individual creatures in God’s exaltation is “the fruit of sovereign
election.”18
In this way, the church on earth is called to reflect this eternal and teleological
background: the eternal communion between Christ and the elect as his spouse, the
organic one body with Christ as her head. “Basic to Edwards’ understanding of the nature
of the church was his belief that God has ‘elected’ the church in Christ for God’s own
glory.”19 It is not hard to fathom then why the issue of church membership became an
acute and preoccupying subject of discussion among the divines in New England.
The Communion Controversy in Light of the Covenant of Redemption
Early in March 1742, Edwards drafted a covenant for his congregation and asked
members above fourteen years of age to subscribe. Then “on a day of fasting and prayer,
all together presented themselves before the Lord in his house, and stood up, and
solemnly manifested their consent to it, as their vow to God.”20 As George Marsden
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points out, “Covenant renewal ceremonies were patterned on the Old Testament, and
covenants had been a staple of New England since its founding.”21 One of the uses of the
law for the Reformed tradition is the guidance of Christian life as a response to grace.
“So Puritans could both preach salvation by wholly unmerited grace and at the same time
guide the church with a legal system of the moral law (but not the ceremonial law) that
replicated practices of ancient Israel.”22 This Northampton Covenant reiterates the
importance of self-examination in light of the covenantal relationship that each saint
owns before God. This examination of one’s state of the soul was especially instructed
before the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.
And being sensible of our own weakness, and the deceitfulness of our own hearts,
and our proneness to forget our most solemn vows and lose our resolutions; we
promise to be often strictly examining ourselves by these promises, especially
before the sacrament of the Lord's Supper; and beg of God that he would, for
Christ's sake keep us from wickedly dissembling in these our solemn vows; and
that he who searches our hearts [Romans 8:27] and ponders the path of our feet
[Proverbs 4:26] would from time to time help us in trying ourselves by this
covenant, and help us to keep covenant with him and not leave us to our own
foolish, wicked and treacherous hearts.23
While the momentum of the revival continued, Edwards attempted to “institutionalize the
spirit of the revival.”24 He tried to “transform the volatile euphoria of revival into a more
stable spirituality that could be controlled in the fixed channels of the covenant.”25
Edwards had already experienced the spiritual decline of the revival movement in the
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1730s and therefore was wrestling this time with a question: “how to keep the revival
light from fading once more.”26
Edwards did not believe that one could decisively distinguish the regenerate and
unregenerate on earth. Nonetheless, he believed that “the church should examine
candidates for full communicant membership to be sure they showed the visible signs of
commitment in their profession and practice.”27 As the discussion of the holy practice in
Religious Affections in chapter 5 showed, even though it was not possible to conclusively
determine who were the regenerate and who were not, still Edwards believed that certain
signs or manifestations of the renewal of the heart could be discernible. It was during the
communion controversy that this question surfaced most intensely.28
Originally the New Englanders baptized children “only if the parents were full
communicant members of the church.”29 However, as subsequent generations came along,
a question emerged: If baptized children of the full communicant members do not have a
conversion experience when they grow up, can the church baptize the children of these
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half-way baptized church members? After much debate, the synod of clergy came to a
conclusion in 1662. The fifth proposition of the result of the synod of 1662 declares:
Church-members who were admitted in minority, understanding the Doctrine of
Faith, and publickly professing their assent thereto; not scandalous in life, and
solemnly owning the Covenant before the Church, wherein they give up
themselves and their Children to the Lord, and subject themselves to the
Government of Christ in the Church, their Children are to be baptized.30
This decision clarified that even if parents lack conversion experiences, as long as they
affirm the basic doctrine of faith and conduct themselves uprightly, their children shall be
baptized.
These believers are called “Confederate visible Believers, though but in the
lowest degree such.”31 Since they are children of the covenant and they show “nothing to
the contrary,” the Synod pronounces, they are “in charity, or to Ecclesiastical reputation,
visible Believers.”32 Taking a model from the ancient Israel society where all members of
the community were regarded as the people of God, the Synod continues:
The seed of the Israelites, though many of them were not sincerely godly, yet
whilest they held forth the public profession of God’s people … and continued
under the wing of the Covenant, and subjection to the Ordinances, they were still
accounted as holy seed.33
The clergies of the Synod differentiated “two kinds of holiness and two kinds of
covenants,” “real holiness and the covenant of grace” on the one hand, and “federal
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holiness” and “the external covenant” on the other.34 The church covenant pertains to the
latter “federal holiness” and “external covenant.” It is “the covenant which God makes
with his visible church” and is “the covenant of grace considered in the external
dispensation of it, and in the promises and privileges that belong to that dispensation.”35
By making a distinction between the internal and external covenant, the Synod opened a
way to the Half-Way Covenant in which all baptized members were invited to the
participation in the Lord’s Supper whether they had explicit conversion experience or not.
Edwards’s grandfather Solomon Stoddard called the Lord’s Supper as “converting
ordinance” and made “the church covenant completely external and sundered it from the
covenant of grace.”36
For Edwards, however, the severance between the external and the internal
covenant is ultimately untenable. As Frederick W. Youngs notes, Edwards believed that
there is “only one major covenant, the covenant of grace.”37
[H]e that really complies with the external call, has the internal call; so he that truly
complies with the external proposal of God’s covenant, as visible Christians profess to
do, do indeed perform the inward condition of it. But the New Testament affords no
more foundation for supposing two real and properly distinct covenants of grace, than
it does to suppose two sorts of real Christians.38
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Covenant is ultimately one covenant: the covenant of grace. Moreover, as discussed in
chapter 3, this covenant of grace stems from the covenant of redemption within the
eternal communion of the trinitarian persons. The covenant of redemption and the
covenant of grace is one in the sense that the covenant of grace is the ectypal unfolding of
the covenant of redemption in time and space.
This ectypal covenantal unfolding is a movement that encloses the elect into the
eternal communion between the Father and the Son. Through the spiritual union with
Christ, the elect participate in the trinitarian communion.
For the covenant, to be owned or professed, is God’s covenant, which he has
revealed as the method of our spiritual union with him, and our acceptance as the
objects of his eternal favor; which is no other than the covenant of grace.39
In this way, the eternal and spiritual background underscores the owning of the covenant.
Public profession of faith and the owning of the covenant have eternal repercussion. This
is why, despite his acknowledgment that the distinction between the regenerate and
unregenerate is impossible on this earthly life, Edwards persistently argued for the
owning of the covenant with real sincerity of the heart and piety.
Edwards’s use of the image of marriage is especially pertinent to this emphasis on
“a consent of heart.”40 “There is mutual profession in this affair,” Edwards says, “a
profession on Christ’s part, and a profession on our part; as it is in marriage.”41 As
Edwards notes in his typological writing, “Marriage signifies the spiritual union and
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communion of Christ and the church, and especially the glorification of the church in the
perfection of this union and communion forever.”42
Christ in his Word declares an entire consent of heart as to what he offers; and the
visible Christian, in the answer that he makes to it in his Christian profession,
declares a consent and compliance of heart to his proposal. Owning the covenant
is professing to make the transaction of that covenant our own. The transaction of
that covenant is that of espousals to Christ; on our part, it is giving our souls to
Christ as his spouse: there is no one thing, that the covenant of grace is so often
compared to in Scripture, as the marriage covenant; and the visible transaction, or
mutual profession there is between Christ and the visible church, is abundantly
compared to the mutual profession there is in marriage.43
Since through the public profession of faith and owning of the covenant, a believer enters
a marital relationship with Christ, “he that professes this towards Christ, professes saving
faith.”44
Saving faith is “the union, cleaving, or joining of that covenant” and “the grand
condition of the covenant of Christ, by which we are in Christ: this is what brings us into
the Lord.”45
To profess the covenant of grace is to profess the covenant, not as a spectator, but
as one immediately concerned in the affair, as a party in the covenant professed;
and this is to profess that in the covenant which belongs to us as a party, or to
profess our part in the covenant; and that is the soul’s believing acceptance of the
Savior. Christ’s part is salvation, our part is a saving faith in him; not a feigned,
but unfeigned faith; not a common, but special and saving faith; no other faith
than this is the condition of the covenant of grace.46
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One can recall here that Edwards uses the same image of marriage when he describes the
telos envisioned in the covenant of redemption from eternity.
The bridegroom and the bride shall then enter into heaven, both having on their
wedding robes, attended with all the glorious angels. And there they enter on the
feast and joys of their marriage before the Father; they shall then begin an
everlasting wedding day.47
Using the parable of the marriage in Matthew 22, Edwards argues: “The wedding
garment spoken of as that without which professors will be excluded from among God’s
people at the day of judgment, is not moral sincerity, or common grace, but special
saving grace.”48 In other words, “that true piety, unfeigned faith, or the righteousness of
Christ which is upon everyone that believeth, is doubtless the wedding garment
intended.”49
The covenant of grace is destined for the day of judgment and the eternal
communion of marriage between Christ and the church elect.50 Whether the believers’s
faith is feigned faith or saving faith determines their eternal destiny. The covenant of
grace in space and time is the organic development and actualization of the eternal
covenant of redemption. Because the believers’s eternal destiny was at stake in this way,
Edwards was not able to make a compromise on the issue of the qualification of church
membership. Sweeney summarizes Edwards’s doctrine of the church as follows:
Before the creation of the world, God chose to shower us with his love, much as a
bridegroom showers love upon his bride. But God foreknew that we would fail to
47
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reflect his glory, and thus would require a way of salvation. And in keeping with
his design to procure a bride for his only Son, God chose some from our fallen
race to be reunited with him through the Son, not only selecting them individually
but also electing them corporately – as a singular bride for Christ – so that, in
Christ, a holy remnant would remain in the family of God and would participate
in the extension of God’s glory in the world.51
Indeed, the church’s foundation is “God’s Eternal decree of election made known to them
by the covenant of Grace.”52
Practical Significance of the Trinity for the Doctrine of the Church
The church is the gathering of the elect decreed by God the Father to be united
with the Son to glorify God himself. The church as the people of God is the
communication of the divine glory. It is “the church, or those elected by God the Father
to be united to his Son, who best represent God’s intentions for the creation of the
world.”53 Since the elect are eternally decreed to be united with Christ, the eternal
foundation of the church issues into practical ramifications such as the church’s
perseverance to the end of history and the qualification of church membership.
First, because the existence of the church derives from the eternal decree of the
trinitarian God, her perseverance to the end is guaranteed by God. As Edwards exposits
Psalm 136, he writes: “The main subject of the psalm is the eternity and perpetuity of
God's mercy to his church, or his mercy's being forever ... his mercy to his church is from
everlasting to everlasting, the same, unchangeable.”54 Also, in his preaching on Psalm
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106:5, Edwards comforts and encourages the congregation by asking this rhetorical
question:
What can be more stable than what is eternal and has already stood from eternity
as God’s love to his elect has, which is eternal in the same sense that God’s being
is eternal and, therefore, is as permanent and immutable as God’s being?55
In his sermon on Isaiah 32:2, Edwards declares: “Christ has the dispensation of safety
and deliverance in his own hands, so that we need not fear but that, if we are united to
him, we may be safe.”56 Even when “God's church was almost swallowed up and carried
away with the wickedness of the world,”57 “yet there is a secret life in it that will cause it
to flourish again and to take root downward, and bear fruit upward.”58
Since the church as the elect is destined for life eternal from before the foundation
of the world, the saints can be assured that God will carry them through to the fulfillment
of redemption whatever trials and tribulations may arise in its process. “God’s decree to
elect the church in Christ for the advancement of his glory is the church’s guarantee that
it will ‘persevere’ to the end.”59
Second, because the eternal destiny of each individual cannot be definitely
discerned, the qualification of church membership became a vexing issue at Edwards’s
church in Northampton. This may seem contradictory to the first practical implication in
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which the saints can be assured of their perseverance to the end. Nonetheless, the
discrepancy between eternity and temporality apparently persists. This is why young
Edwards struggled with discerning whether he was truly converted.60 For instance, on
May 28, 1725 he wrote in his diary:
It seems to me, that whether I am now converted or not, I am so settled in the state
I am in, that I shall go on in it all my life. But, however settled I may be, yet I will
continue to pray to God, not to suffer me to be deceived about it, nor to sleep in
an unsafe condition; and ever and anon, will call all into question and try myself,
using for helps, some of our old divines, that God may have opportunities to
answer my prayers, and the Spirit of God to show me my error, if I am in one.61
As was discussed in chapter 5, in his pastoral career too Edwards tried to see in holy
practice the manifestation and sign of true godliness and regeneration.
It is possible to see these attempts as struggles to discern the invisibility of
regeneration or the state of the heart through visible practice and conditions. Precisely
due to the ambiguity in identifying the exact correspondence between eternity and
temporality, the issue of church membership triggered intensive controversies at the
church in Northampton costing Edwards his pulpit. While popular religion62 and local
history63 are certainly involved in the ousting of Edwards from his church, as Sweeney
points out, “Northampton’s controversy had most to do with the doctrine of the church.”64
The issue was primarily theological – deciphering the invisible business of eternity in life
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on earth in order to be faithful to the covenant of grace that stems from the covenant of
redemption.
National Covenant
Together with the church covenant, the national covenant is another example in
which the covenant of redemption has a repercussion in earthly life.65 To be sure,
Edwards seldom makes a direct connection between the covenant of redemption and the
national covenant. However, given that for Puritan divines the national covenant was a
part of the covenant of grace and the covenant of grace is the ectypal expression of the
covenant of redemption, I argue that the national covenant is at least indirectly related to
the covenant of redemption.
Though with a bit too broad a stroke, Gerald McDermott explains the national
covenant as follows: “In a tradition stretching back to the Reformation and before, God
was conceived as entering into covenant with a people or nation, and blessing or
punishing that people in proportion to their fidelity to the terms of the covenant.”66 Harry
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S. Stout argues: “Covenanted peoples like those of ancient Israel and New England were
the hub around which sacred (i.e., real) history revolved.”67
Such peoples might be ignored or reviled by the world and figure insignificantly
in the great empires of profane history, but viewed through the sacred lens of
providential history they were seen as God’s special instruments entrusted with
the task of preparing the way for messianic deliverance. As Israel witnessed to
God’s active involvement with nations in ancient times and brought forth the
Christ, so New England’s experience confirmed God’s continuing involvement
with nations that would persist until Christ’s return to earth, when history itself
would cease and be swallowed up in eternity.68
Because this covenant indicates blessings upon the covenantal faithfulness of the chosen
people and curses upon unfaithfulness of the same, alluding to Deuteronomy 28, Puritans
in New England found their type in the ancient people of Israel for whom their
covenantal relationship with God navigated their lives as the chosen people.
Long before the 1620s, men had begun to think of England as joined in a
covenantal relation with the Lord. In this conception the nation was found subject
to a Deuteronomic arrangement: obedience to divine law guaranteed favor and
prosperity, while disobedience ensured affliction. Puritan interests understandably
found the National Covenant a useful weapon in their struggle for religious
reform. Fidelity to the covenant came to be defined in terms of the Biblicist
program for completing the English reformation.69
While some scholars argued that as secularism arose, the national covenant disappeared
around the end of the seventeenth century,70 the idea of the national covenant played an
important role in New England to shape and guide the identity of Puritans as the holy
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nation.71 From the first generation of Puritans in New England, they believed that their
nation was in covenant with God and their destiny depended on their faithfulness to the
covenant.
Out of this context emerged a sermonic rhetoric called “jeremiad.” Jeremiad
refers to a political sermonic discourse that addresses a political and social situation of a
specific audience. As the prophet Jeremiah in the Old Testament prophesized to the
people of Israel in Babylonian Captivity divine vengeance and comfort at the same time,
so the Puritan preachers in New England carried a message of God’s impending wrath
and rising hope to their congregations. When they crossed the sea away from religious
persecution in England in order to enter the New World, the Puritans compared the
experience to the Exodus or liberation from the Babylonian Captivity. In other words,
they compared themselves to God’s chosen people of Israel.
All of the Old Testament is an errand to the New; and all of history after the
Incarnation, an errand to Christ’s Second Coming. It leads from promise to
fulfillment: from Moses to John the Baptist to Samuel Danforth; from the Old
World to the New from Israel in Canaan to New Israel in America; from Adam to
Christ to the Second Adam of the Apocalypse.72
By finding its own type in the people of Israel, New England “becomes itself a harbinger
of things to come,” as “a light proclaiming the latter-day coming of the Messiah, a herald
sent to prepare the world to receive His often-promised, long-expected Kingdom.”73
Yet, rather than the ambitious and self-complacent sense of leadership in the
world, the primary focus of the jeremiad for these Puritans was on re-orientating their
71
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Christian lives as they repent and return to God in times of political and social troubles.
The national covenant and accompanying jeremiad primarily functioned as a guideline
for a new life of the immigrating Puritans themselves. The idea of America as the leading
nation propagating the Protestant cause for the world was alien for the first-generation
Puritans. As Theodore Dwight Boezeman clarified, their chief goal was to recover their
identity by retrieving the biblical past.
Before there could be any question of historical advance, there had to be a secure
recovery of origins. Appreciation of that recovery, then, is vital to comprehending
the first immigrants’ religious purposes. Emigration meant freedom to come to
terms with long-lost originals. The impulse was revival, directed to restoration
and fulfilling enjoyment of forms ordained in the primal age.74
Accordingly, the mentality of the first-generation of Puritan immigrants was “distinctly
inhospitable to the crusading exemplarism usually associated with an Errand into the
Wilderness” and “Least of all does it provide the originating instance of claims to an
American mission on behalf of the world.”75 The national covenant was first and
foremost for Puritans themselves as the New Israel to lead the Christian conduct of life
before God.
Typically, then, jeremiad involves two aspects. On the one hand, as Perry Miller
pointed out, American jeremiad is suffused with impending doom. Puritan prophets of
jeremiad emphasize God’s looming judgment on the corrupted people of God.
God avenges the iniquities of a chosen people, and then run down the twelve
heads, merely bringing the list up to date by inserting the new and still more
depraved practices an ingenious people kept on devising. I suppose that in the
whole literature of the world, including the satirists of imperial Rome, there is
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hardly such another uninhibited and unrelenting documentation of a people’s
descent into corruption.76
However, on the other hand, as Sacvan Bercovitch’s revision suggests, jeremiad has
“unshakable optimism.”77 Bercovitch writes: “The most severe limitation of Miller’s
view is that it excludes (or denigrates) this pervasive theme of affirmation and
exultation.”78 The American jeremiad sermon typically “inverts the doctrine of
vengeance into a promise of ultimate success, affirming to the world, and despite the
world, the inviolability of the colonial cause.”79 The severe calamities of a national scale
could mean God’s chastisement for his people. Thus national trials and hardship actually
indicated that New England was the chosen people as the New Israel and the impending
judgment was God’s awakening call to repent. “God’s punishments were corrective, not
destructive.”80 Puritans used this dual discourse to orientate and navigate their national
life as God’s chosen people.
For example, in a famous address to the Massachusetts Bay colony, “A Model of
Christian Charity,” John Winthrop said that the Lord would “expect a strict performance
of the articles contained” in his covenant with the New England founders. Winthrop
continued: “If we shall neglect the observation of these articles … the Lord will surely
break out in wrath against us, be revenged of such a perjured people, and make us know
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the price of the breach of such a covenant.”81 From the first generation, Puritans in New
England regarded themselves as a “peculiar” nation in continuity with Israel, the people
of God.82
As another example much closer to Edwards, his father Timothy Edwards
inherited the Puritan jeremiad and interpreted the national afflictions and calamities as the
failing of the New Englanders to faithfully abide by their covenant with God.
[God] trys afflictions and the Rods of anger. He makes use of many angry
frowning dispensations. [He] chastens, corrects em sends calamitys and
Judgments of various Kinds and Sorts ... to bring e’m back from their Sinfull
Wanderings unto the Straight path of their duty ... especially those of e’m that he
has taken nearest himself, and thus he dealt with that sinfull and Rebellious
people of his, the children of Israel.83
Yet, trials and tribulations of a national scale as divine judgment “were not signs of
divine desertion so much as urgent calls to reformation.”84
Sincere Repentance and hearty and Real returning unto God is the proper voice
and Loude call of the Judgments of God ... the Judgments of God do with a Loud
voice call upon a Sinfull and disobedient people to Repent and Return unto the
Lord, God calls upon e’m in every Judgment and in every Affliction.85
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In this way, “[w]hat at first glance seems to be a rhetoric of condemnation and guilt turns
out on further analysis to be the necessary first step to deliverance and triumph.”86 In this
framework of the national covenant, the divine condemnation to the New England society
is instrumental to the repentance and their returning to God. Given that the majority of
the New Englanders were church members and the assumption was that the church was
almost coextensive with the nation, it was natural for Puritans to see their entire nation in
covenant with God. The New England divines believed how they lived out the covenantal
relationship with God had necessary consequences in the church membership and the
course of the entire nation.
Perry Miller once argued that Edwards departed from this traditional framework
of federal covenant. According to Miller, “Every New Englander before Edwards was a
‘Federalist,’ and because he put aside all this sort of thinking, he became a new point of
departure in the history of the American mind.”87 Conrad Cherry basically concurs when
he says that federal theology “did not assume for him the same importance for an
understanding of the saints’ social and political life as it had for his forefathers.”88 Cherry
and other scholars found in Edwards’s writings only the covenant of grace, and not the
national covenant.89 In McDermott’s assessment, “They found, in other words, God’s
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unconditional commitment to give eternal life to individuals but not his conditional
ministration of temporal rewards to nations on the basis of obedience to divine law.”90
Here they make a distinction between the covenant of grace and the national covenant.
The covenant of grace “concerns individuals, is based on faith, and pertains primarily to
the life to come,” while the national covenant “concerns nations, is based on works, and
pertains to this life only.”91 When scholars approach Edwards’s writings based on this
distinction, they do not find the national covenant in them.
However, as Harry S. Stout points out, Edwards is in fact “every bit the federal
theologian that his Puritan predecessors were.”92 Historians overlooked Edwards’s
federal theology primarily because the types of the sources they consulted were mostly
published sermons. These sermons were mostly “regular” or Sunday sermons where
“Comments on the national covenant and corporate morality were generally considered
inappropriate” and “naturally did not appear in the text.”93 Rather, an appropriate
occasion for “social commentary and discussion of covenant conditions” was “election
day” or “fast day” when “communities met during the week to hear about the current
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state of God’s covenant with New England.”94 If we consult these unpublished occasional
sermons, traditional Puritan jeremiad is explicit in Edwards’s writings.
For example, when Edwards delivered a fast-day sermon on 2 Chronicles 23:16
(“And Jehoiada made a covenant between him, and between all the people, and between
the king, that they should be the LORD's people”) in March 1737, he took ancient Israel as
“the model and prototype for all subsequent covenant people”95 and exposited:
[S]ome are distinguished of God as a Covenant People. So were that People that
were spoken of in the Text God Entered into Covenant with Abraham and Issac
and Jacob and brought them out of Egypt and in a solemn manner entered into
Covenant with them in the wild and separated them from all the nations in the
earth to be a Covenant People a Peculiar People to hims.96
Then Edwards turns to his congregation and identifies them as the covenant people in
continuity with Israel. “[Y]ou are a People that have been distinguished of G. as a
Covenant People for a long time and have been distinguished in the means that G. has
used with you.”97 The preacher continues: “You are a People that have been distinguished
of God as a Covenant People for a long time.”98
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The reality that New England99 is in covenant with God required the New
Englanders to conduct themselves in a way faithful to the covenant. Failure to walk
obediently in the covenant meant God’s impending judgment on the entire nation. In
another fast day sermon, Edwards warned his Northampton congregation: “When a
covenant people depart from the true God, they ever more go after idols.”100 “A people
may be said to depart from the Lord when they grow cold and indifferent about the things
of God, when they are dull in his service.”101 In the spiritual laxity and leniency the
Northampton congregation was going through since the declining of the tide of revival,
the preacher pastorally confronted the congregation and provided a dose of spiritual
chastisement.
For Edwards too New England is the “city set upon a hill.” Yet in his assessment,
“a righteous, exemplary city it was not.”102
We are as a city set on an hill. We have made an high profession of religion, and
the eyes of the world are upon us to observe. And if we lose what we seemed to
gain, and depart from what we made an appearance of, and at last prove no better
than others, it will be the more abundantly to our reproach. Any ill qualities that
are seen in any person or people, is looked upon by the world so much the more to
their shame, according as their professions and pretenses of the contrary were
higher.103
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Based on Jeremiah 2:5 (“Thus saith the Lord, What iniquity have your fathers found in
me that they are gone far from me, and have walked after vanity, and are become vain?”),
Edwards cautioned his congregation that when the covenant people who once cleaved to
God backslides into spiritual indifference and self-complacency, it will result in a
disastrous sin against God and self-contempt. Edwards said: “So that our backsliding is
not only aggravated sin against God, but 'tis exceeding folly towards ourselves. By
dishonoring God, we disgrace ourselves and expose ourselves to contempt.”104 The
Puritan preacher summoned the congregation to reflect on the seriousness to break the
covenant they once made with God: “how greatly may God justly be provoked by such
obstinacy, in that which is so reproachful to him, in a people that has [been] so
distinguished by his favors.”105
The assessment of the current state of the Puritan society from a covenantal
perspective also comes to the surface when certain natural disasters, war, or other
calamities took place. These events function as warning signs from God to his people.
The Great means G. used with them to reclaim them from their backslidings &
wickedness he sent to them by his messengers easing up betimes & sending. He
took Great & thorough care to counsel reprove & warn them by his messengers
which is signified by that Expression of his rising betimes & sending.106
A few examples are in order to illustrate this point.
For example, in July 1736, when Northampton was suffering drought, Edwards
preached at a private meeting to pray for rain. He perceived this occasion as God’s
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summoning call to search one’s own soul and repent. Edwards addressed: “when G.
withholds Rain tis a Call of G. to us to search our selves & see whether there bent
something.”107 A natural calamity such as drought could be a signal from God for the
Northamptonites to check the status of the soul and their conduct as the corporate people
of God.
I don’t mean whether there be no Corruption in our Hearts. There is no need of
searching … neither whether we bent daily Guilty of sin for neither is there … but
whether there bent some thing special that we have Reason to think is offensive
amonst us a People in which we are sharers.108
Thus Edwards drew a lesson:
Hence we May Learn How much it stands us in hand to use the utmost Care that
we be at Good terms with G. that we obey his Command & do those things that
please him & Carefully avoid whatsoever is displeasing to him.109
For Edwards, a natural calamity is a sign for God’s people to examine themselves and
call for awakening from spiritual torpor.
In a similar way, when worms devoured the fruits of the land in July 1743,
Edwards in his fast day sermon attributed the cause to the stinginess of the
Northamptonites to the poor. Edwards claimed: “If a People would but run the venture of
giving their temporal good things to G. it would be a sure way to those Judgmts Removed
that destroy them & to have a Plenty of them bestowed.”110 Collective experience of
107
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hardship occasioned the people in Northampton to reflect on and examine their
faithfulness to the covenant with God.
Furthermore, when Edwards preached at a fast day for success in war, he assured
the congregation of God’s unfaltering care and protection for his covenant people.
“God’s covenant with them is more stable than the foundation of states and kingdoms,”111
the preacher comforts his congregation. After citing biblical promises of covenantal
protection in 2 Samuel 23:5, Psalm 89:34, Isaiah 3:10, Isaiah 43:2, and Job 5:19-22, the
Puritan preacher reiterates the unshakable foundation of covenantal promises for God’s
people. “These promises stand here, and cannot be removed. God’s covenant will remain
not only when states and kingdoms are overthrown, but when the everlasting mountains
and perpetual hills are removed.”112 Then Edwards cites Isaiah 54:10: “For the mountains
shall depart, and the hills be removed; but my kindness shall not depart from thee, neither
shall the covenant of my peace be removed, saith the Lord that hath mercy on thee.”113
Hence the doctrine set forth in this sermon is: “In the time of great public commotions
and calamities, God will take thorough and effectual care that his servants shall be
safe.”114
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When Edwards preached a sermon upon “Fast for success in the expedition
against Cape Breton” on April 4, 1745, he supported the dangerous military expedition
against the French-fortified town of Louisburg on Cape Breton Island.115
All promises of temporal blessings imply promises of the preservation of the
church of God in the world. War is that by which the church of God has been
especially endangered; Satan has sought to overthrow it this way. Therefore, the
many promises made of defense of God's people.116
Hence, as “multitudes of promises that God has made to a covenant people in the
Scripture” testify, God is “ready to hear the prayers of his people thus duly offered up in
such a case.”117
These examples show that the idea of covenant played a crucial role in reorientating the life of the New England society when they were going though troubles
and calamities of a national level. As definitions of the national covenant provided by
McDermott and Stout indicate, usually scholars make a distinction between the covenant
of grace and the national covenant. While the covenant of grace pertains to the eternal
salvation, the national covenant pertains only to earthly matters. Thus McDermott and
McClymond write: “the national covenant was a conditional agreement and thus was
unlike the unconditional covenant of grace to the elect. Furthermore, it pertained to the
present life only, and applied to societies rather than to individuals per se.”118 In a similar
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fashion Stout cites a following passage from Edwards’s sermon as evidence that he was
“speaking in temporal and collective terms to the people of Northampton, not in eternal
terms, and in so doing illustrated the different ends and logics of the two covenants.”119
And if a nation or people Are very Corrupt and prove obstinate in their Evil ways
God Generally executes these threatening. God is more strict in punishing of a
wicked people in this world than a wicked person. God often suffers Particular
Persons that Are wicked to prosper in the world and Refers them to Judgment the
world to Come. but a people as a people are punished only in this world therefore
God will not suffer a people that Grow very Corrupt and Refuse to be Reclaimed
to Go Unpunished in this world.120
Nonetheless, at least it seems possible to say that even the national covenant has a
connection with God’s economy stemming from eternity.
While it may be true that the national covenant pertains to only earthly matters, it
does not mean that the national covenant has nothing to do with eternity. Rather Edwards
discerned earthly phenomena in relation to, and under the spectrum of eternity. For
example, in a sermon previously cited on God’s care for his servants under public
commotions, after emphasizing the secure covenantal foundation, Edwards cautioned that
this secure covenantal relationship is valid only for the elect. He warned: “Be not
deceived with a vain hope of being converted.”121 If people in Northampton are more
concerned in their own “worldly designs and interests” than “the service of God,” then,
Edwards spoke to the congregation, “you are none of those that have the seal of God set
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on your forehead, nor will you be owned for one of his, nor are you at all secure from
those dreadful judgments that shall come on the wind.”122
He don’t say, “till we have sealed the professors of godliness,” or “till we have
sealed such as cry, ‘Lord, Lord,’” or “till we have sealed all such as have had
great affections and great joys, and boast of their great experiences,” but “till we
have sealed the servants of our God.” If you ben't a servant of God, if you seem to
be religious, your religion is vain. If you have been never so much affected with
sorrow or joy, and whatever experiences you think you have had, you are not
marked out for one of God's, to be reserved as one of his children and his
jewels.123
In this way, Edwards turns an earthly turmoil into an occasion for self-examination of the
eternal state of the soul.
Do you serve God in what you do in religion, or do you only serve yourselves? Is
it only or chiefly out of fear of hell, or that you may have good evidence? Inquire
how has it been: han't fears carried you further than anything else ever did?
While you was under fears of hell and thought yourself in danger of it, was you
not willing to do a great deal more in religion than you are since? How does your
hope work? Your joys and comforts?124
For Edwards, the national covenant has at least indirectly related to the covenant of grace
in the sense that the former functions as a conduit to the fulfillment of the latter.
This reading also conforms to Edwards’s claim that there exist not multiple
covenants but only one covenant.125 For Edwards, the only one covenant: the covenant of
grace holds the relationship between God and the elect. As we have seen, this covenant
entails the fulfillment of its dimension: the covenant of works.126 Further, ultimately
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Edwards thinks that the covenant of grace is identical with the covenant of redemption.127
The history of the work of redemption is the history of the covenant of grace as the
ectypal unfolding of the covenant of redemption. Bercovitch notes on American jeremiad:
The Puritans’ concept of errand entailed a fusion of secular and sacred history.
The purpose of their jeremiads was to direct an imperiled people of God toward
the fulfillment of their destiny, to guide them individually toward salvation, and
collectively toward the American city of God.128
As a part of the covenant of grace, the national covenant signifies one intersection
between the earthly and the eternal. Even in seemingly earthly matters like the national
covenant, it seems possible to hear the eternal repercussion of the covenant of redemption.
The Practical Significance of the Doctrine of the Trinity for the View of a Nation
In this chapter, despite a standard distinction between the church covenant and the
covenant of grace, or between the national covenant and the covenant of grace, I have
attempted to show at least an indirect relation between the covenant of grace and these
two seemingly earthly covenants. Given that within the visible church on this earth both
the regenerate and the unregenerate are mixed together, the church covenant, or church
membership is not exactly coextensive with the covenant of grace that pertains to eternal
salvation. In the same way, the New England society contained both the regenerate and
the unregenerate. Thus, the national covenant applied to the entire nation does not exactly
correspond to the covenant of grace. In this sense, certainly the covenant of grace needs
to be distinguished from the church covenant and national covenant. Nonetheless, I argue
that the reason why the church covenant and the national covenant became such an

127

Jonathan Edwards, “Miscellany,” no. 1091, in WJE, 20:477-478.

128

Bercovitch, American Jeremiad, 9.

210

intense agenda in Edwards’s time is precisely because the relation of these covenants to
eternal affairs constantly emerged as the vexing issue. Put differently, precisely because
the church covenant and the national covenant do not overlap the covenant of grace,
Edwards struggled to somehow bridge the gap between these earthly covenants and the
covenant of grace.
Indeed, it seems possible to put that Edwards attempted to make the realm of the
church and national covenants coextensive with the realm of the covenant of grace.
Marsden points out:
Puritanism and its Reformed-pietist successors constantly vacillated between
whether they were rebuilding Christendom by making towns and eventually
nations into virtually Christian societies, or whether they were advocating a pure,
called-out church. Edwards had strong commitments to both ideals.129
In fact, Brandon Withrow, for example, almost identifies the church covenant with the
national covenant.
The concept of a national covenant came from first-generation Puritans, who
emphasized the converted soul and required some kind of proof of conversion for
obtaining full membership in the church. Puritan covenant theology added to this
full membership an additional benefit: these Christians could baptize their
children, making the children members of the covenant also. The nation in
covenant would therefore consist of numerous churches whose members were
personally committed to, and in covenant with, the God they worshipped. This
affirmation of the covenant between God and the people meant that they could
hope for his blessings on the nation as a whole, so long as the people did not
forsake the church.130
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Edwards’s struggles in the communion controversy and jeremiad discourses can be
conceived as his attempts to realize a church and a nation coextensive with the realm of
the covenant of grace.
On this score, it is possible to say that both Solomon Stoddard and Jonathan
Edwards attempted to reconcile the covenant of grace with the church and national
covenants. As Marsden notes, “The great problem was how to reconcile the Old and New
Testaments.”131 On one hand, in the case of Stoddard, he “attempted to resolve this
dilemma by highlighting the Old Testament model.”132 In Stoddardeanism, “church and
town were more or less coextensive” and the Stoddard family “could preside over
something like an Old Testament tribe.”133 In this case, “The New Testament agenda of
fostering conversions remained a leading goal, but it was pursued in this Old Testament
framework.”134 On the other hand, Edwards “can be understood as insisting that the New
Testament should have priority if one was attempting to find the model for the
church.”135 Facing a same challenge of discerning the visible and invisible church,
temporality and eternity, or earth and heaven, Stoddard chose a way closer to a national
church model whereas Edwards adhered to a called-out, spiritual church model.136
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This is why, as previously noted, Edwards attempted to require a public covenant
to his congregation in 1742. For Edwards, it was “a means of hearty self-dedication to
God,” and “makes their bonds the stronger and so restrains the conscience.”137 In order to
ascertain that the owning of a covenant was genuine and truthful, Edwards required “a
heartfelt profession” as “the outward sign of regeneration.”138 He declared: “I think,
nothing can be alleged from the Holy Scripture, that is sufficient to prove a profession of
godliness to be not a qualification requisite in order to a due and regular participation of
the Passover.”139
True, the church covenant and the national covenant are not identical with the
covenant of grace. Because the church and national covenants aim at the mixture of the
regenerate and the unregenerate, they need to be distinguished from the covenant of grace
that pertains only to the elect or true believers. However, precisely because it became a
significant challenge to sort out the relation between these earthly matters and eternal
salvation, the church covenant and the national covenant became perplexing subjects in
the eighteenth-century New England. Given that the covenant of grace is the ad extra
unveiling of the trinitarian pact of redemption in eternity, here the doctrine of the Trinity
has, so to speak, an unexpected repercussion to seemingly earthly matters such as church
membership and the view of a nation. Since the church covenant and the national
covenant are areas where eternity and temporality intersect, it is possible to hear even in
this earthly turmoil repercussion echoing down from eternity. Creation, justification and
137
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sanctification, issues of church and national membership all take place within history. In
the next chapter, we recapture this eternal repercussion of the Trinity by turning to this
broader framework: history heading toward eschatological eternity.

CHAPTER 7
COVENANT OF REDEMPTION, TRINITY, HISTORY, AND ESCHATON
The eternal pact between the Father and the Son constitutes the foundation for
God’s economic work of redemption. We have examined how this covenant of
redemption plays itself out in time and space through creation, justification and
sanctification, church covenant and national covenant. In this chapter, we will consider
how the eternal covenant of redemption unfolds itself in history and culminates in the
eschatological communion between God and the elect. The overarching narrative of
redemption takes place in history, or time and space in this world.1 In this sense, history
includes creation, the salvation of individual elects, the life of the church, and the view of
a national destiny. Accordingly, Edwards’s series of sermons, History of the Work of
Redemption, covers from the eternal covenant of redemption before the foundation of the
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world through God’s economy of redemption in history to the eschatological culmination
in the eternal communion in heaven.
Covenant of Redemption and History
For Edwards, history includes the fall of human beings to the end of time. He sees
history as “the larger covenantal story of God’s determination to reconcile sinful
humanity to himself.”2 Evidences indicate that toward the end of his life he had a plan to
write a comprehensive history of the work of redemption. When he replied to the trustees
of the College of New Jersey on their request to him to become president, one of the
reasons for his hesitation to assume the position was his ongoing project that he was
preoccupied with.
But besides these, I have had on my mind and heart (which I long ago began, not
with any view to publication) a great work, which I call A History of the Work of
Redemption, a body of divinity in an entire new method, being thrown into the
form of an history, considering the affair of Christian theology, as the whole of it,
in each part, stands in reference to the great work of redemption by Jesus Christ;
which I suppose is to be the grand design of all God's designs, and the summum
and ultimum of all the divine operations and degrees; particularly considering all
parts of the grand scheme in their historical order. The order of their existence, or
their being brought forth to view, in the course of divine dispensations, or the
wonderful series of successive acts and events; beginning from eternity and
descending from thence to the great work and successive dispensations of the
infinitely wise God in time, considering the chief events coming to pass in the
church of God, and revolutions in the world of mankind, affecting the state of the
church and the affair of redemption, which we have an account of in history or
prophecy; till at last we come to the general resurrection, last judgment, and
consummation of all things; when it shall be said "It is done. I am Alpha and
Omega, the Beginning and the End" [Revelation 22:13]. Concluding my work,
with the consideration of that perfect state of things, which shall be finally settled,
to last for eternity. This history will be carried on with regard to all three worlds,
heaven, earth, and hell: considering the connected, successive events and
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alterations, in each so far as the Scriptures give any light; introducing all parts of
divinity in that order which is most scriptural and most natural.3
This historically dispensational narrative was a method that appears “the most beautiful
and entertaining,” Edwards thought, “wherein every divine doctrine, will appear to
greatest advantage in the brightest light, in the most striking manner, showing the
admirable contexture and harmony of the whole.”4 Although this project did not see its
completion due to his unexpected death, it is still possible to reconstruct Edwards’s
theology of history as an overarching grand narrative of the covenant of redemption from
his series of sermons he preached in the late 1730s, which was later published and titled:
A History of the Work of Redemption.5
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In the first sermon in A History of the Work of Redemption, Edwards defines what
he means by this term: the work of redemption. In a more limited sense, the work of
redemption signifies “the purchase of salvation,” or “a purchase of deliverance”6
It was begun with Christ’s incarnation and carried on through Christ’s life and
finished with his death, or the time of his remaining under the power of death
which ended in his resurrection. And so we say that the day of Christ’s
resurrection is the day when Christ finished the work of our redemption, i.e. then
the purchase was finished and the work itself and all that appertained to it was
virtually done and finished but not actually.7
In this case, the work of redemption was “not so long a-doing but it was begun and
finished with Christ’s humiliation, or it was all wrought while Christ was upon earth.”8
In contrast, in a larger sense of the word, the work of redemption signifies “all
that God works or accomplishes tending to” the purpose of redemption, “not only the
purchasing of redemption but also all God’s works that were properly preparatory to the
purchase, or as applying the purchase and accomplishing the success of it.”9 This sense of
the term has “respect to [the] church of God or the grand design in general.”10
It [the work of redemption] is carried on not only by that which is common to all
ages [but] by successive works wrought in different ages, all parts of one whole or
one great scheme whereby one work is brought about by various steps, one step in
each age and another in another.11

6

Edwards, History of the Work of Redemption, in WJE, 9:117.

7

Edwards, History of the Work of Redemption, in WJE, 9:117.

8

Edwards, History of the Work of Redemption, in WJE, 9:117.

9

Edwards, History of the Work of Redemption, in WJE, 9:117.

10

Edwards, History of the Work of Redemption, in WJE, 9:122.

11

Edwards, History of the Work of Redemption, in WJE, 9:122.

218

It envisions the whole spectrum of God’s work of redemption. “So that the whole
dispensation as it includes the preparation and the imputation and application and success
of Christ’s redemption is here called the Work of Redemption.”12 It is primarily this
sense of the term that Edwards articulates in this treatise. Critically important for this
study is that Edwards envisions this whole grand design of redemption as the outworking
of the eternal trinitarian covenant of redemption.
All that Christ does in this great affair as mediator in any of his offices, either
Prophet, Priest or King, either when he was in the world in his human [form], or
before or since. And not only what Christ the mediator has done, but also what the
Father and the Holy Ghost have done as united or confederated in this design of
redeeming sinful men; or in one word, all that is wrought in execution of the
eternal covenant of redemption. This is what I called the Work of Redemption in
the doctrine, for ’tis all but one work, one design. The various dispensations and
works that belong to it are but the several parts of one scheme. ’Tis but one design
that is done to which all the offices of Christ do directly tend, and in which all the
persons of the Trinity do conspire and all the various dispensations that belong to
it are united, as the several wheels in one machine, to answer one end and produce
one effect.13
Edwards sees the entire course of history, including before and after Christ, under the
spectrum of the outworking of the eternal covenant of redemption.
In other words, the whole course of the history of redemption was already
conceived in the mind of God in the immanent Trinity or the eternal communion of the
three divine persons.
Some things were done before the world was created, yea from all eternity. The
persons of the Trinity were as it were confederated in a design and a covenant of
redemption, in which covenant the Father appointed the Son and the Son had
undertaken their work, and all things to be accomplished in their work were
stipulated and agreed.14
12
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Kyoung-Chul Jang summarized as follows God’s historical work of redemption as the

trinitarian undertaking stemming from eternity:
Edwards’ idea of the work of redemption is situated within the framework of the
glorification of the triune God. Edwards locates the whole human history within
the framework of the trinitrian covenant of redemption. For Edwards, the work of
redemption is based upon the agreement made among the divine Persons of the
Trinity. Here Edwards says that the work of redemption is grounded in the
covenant of redemption among the Persons of the Trinity. According to Edwards,
the work of redemption is not the lonely work of Christ, but a trinitarian
undertaking.15
The work of redemption stipulated and agreed upon in the fellowship of the trinitarian
persons now begins to be actualized in history and temporality.
Not only does Edwards envision the eternal agreement among the three persons of
the Trinity preceding the creation and the fall, but he also foresees the eternal fruits
flourishing beyond the end of the history.
The glory and blessedness that will be the sum of all the fruits will remain to all
eternity after that. The Work of Redemption is not an eternal work, that is, it is
not a work always a-doing and never accomplished. But the fruits of this work are
eternal fruits. The work has an issue, but in the issue the end will be obtained,
which end never will have an end. As things that were in order to this work, as
God’s electing love and the covenant of redemption never had a beginning, so the
fruits of this work that shall be after the end of the work never will have an end.16
The eternal pact that has no beginning unfolds itself by way of history and, after the end
of the world, goes back into eternity. The eternity of the divine fellowship returns into the
eternity of the fruits of the work of redemption via creation and providence. This time,
however, the eternal communion is not only among the three persons of the Trinity, but is
15
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also between the triune God and creation represented by the elect. This is, so to speak, an
eschatological repercussion of the covenant of redemption. As William M. Schweitzer
notes, “In terms of chronological scope, his vision sweeps from eternity past through the
whole of human history and into eternity future.”17
In fact, this participation of creation in the communion of trinitarian persons
constitutes the crux of Edwards’s theology. Schweitzer identifies the heart of Edwards’s
theology with God as the communicative being. According to Schweitzer, Edwards
conceived all of reality as “the harmonious communication of the Triune divine mind,”18
or “the ongoing communication of the divine mind.”19 Edwards was preoccupied with a
lingering question: If God is self-sufficient and self-contained, why did he create the
world? The answer he found was because God is “a communicative being.”20 God in
himself is perfectly good and happy. Yet this perfect goodness entails the sharing and
enjoying of this goodness with others.
To be perfectly good is to incline to and delight in making another happy in the
same proportion as it is happy itself, that is, to delight as much in communicating
happiness to another as in enjoying of it himself, and an inclination to
communicate all his happiness; it appears that this is perfect goodness, because
goodness is delight in communicating happiness. Wherefore, if this goodness be
perfect this delight must be perfect, because goodness and this delight are the
same21
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Because goodness lies in delight in communicating itself, goodness of God also entails
the plurality of God. “It appears that there must be more than a unity in infinite and
eternal essence, otherwise the goodness of God can have no perfect exercise.”22 Because
God enjoys the communication of his goodness within himself in the communion of
divine persons, God as the communicative being is inclined to communicate his goodness
and happiness to others. Hence, “God’s goodness entails his communicativeness, and his
communicativeness implies the plurality of the ontological Trinity.”23 The
communicative unfolding of the eternal covenant takes place in accordance with the
communicativeness within the immanent Trinity.
If God’s work of redemption is accomplished through the grand design of history
in the communication of his goodness, then what exactly is to be accomplished as God’s
design in this history? Edwards suggests five designs or purposes of the history of
redemption. First, God’s design of redemption is “to reduce and subdue those enemies of
God till they should all be put under God’s feet.”24 As Edwards puts it, “It is to put all
God’s enemies under his feet and that the goodness of God should finally appear
triumphing over all evil.”25 God’s work of redemption in history involves the subduing of
opposing powers and prevailing victory of God’s goodness.
The second design in history is the restoration of the ruined world. Edwards sees
this restorative work through God’s converting work of human souls. “The design was to
22
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restore the soul of man in conversion and to restore life to it, and the image of God in
conversion and to carry on the restoration in sanctification, and to perfect it in glory.”26
This is God’s restorative work that ultimately leads to the creation of “a new heaven and
a new earth.”27
The third design in history conceived by God is “to gather together in one all
things in Christ in heaven and on earth.”28 It is the comprehension of all things under the
headship of Christ. Edwards portrays: “[This is] to bring all elect creatures in heaven and
earth to an union one to another, in one body under one head, and to unite all together in
one body to God the Father.”29
The fourth design of this history is “to complete and perfect the glory of all the
elect by Christ.”30
He intended to bring them to perfect excellency and beauty in his image and in
holiness which is the proper beauty of spiritual beings, and to advance ’em to a
glorious degree of honor and also to an ineffable pitch of pleasure and joy. And
thus to glorify the whole church of elect men in soul and body, and unite them by
the glory of the elect angels to its highest pitch under one head.31
It is God’s design that all the elect as the image of God will be perfected and completed
in glory.
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Finally, in all of these designs, God ultimately intends to “accomplish the glory of
the blessed Trinity in an exceeding degree.”32 Edwards holds: “God had a design of
glorifying himself from eternity, to glorify each person in the Godhead.”33 The ultimate
end of God’s design is to glorify himself, the Trinity. God has this design of selfglorification “from eternity,”34 before the creation of the world and within the eternal
communion of the three divine persons. The means chosen to accomplish this end was
“this great Work of Redemption.”35
By subduing the enemies, by restoring the image of God, by comprehending all
things under the headship of Christ, by completing the glory of the elect, God designs to
glorify himself throughout the series of historical development. In this way, the history of
redemption actualizes the covenant of redemption.
Typology in History
While I examined Edwards’s typology of nature in chapter 4, Edwards utilizes
typology not only in his theological interpretation of nature and creation but also in his
theological view of history. As Janice Knight argues, Edwards’s use of typology
transcends a categorical distinction between typology of nature and typology of history.
The central theme of glory in Edwards’s theology, Knight points out, “sanctioned the
union of neoplatonism with prophetic historicism” and his “conviction of God’s essential
effulgence produced a theory in which divine communications simply overwhelm the
32
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descriptive categories of history and ontology.”36 God’s self-communication ad extra
“consists not just in God’s immediate relation with his creature but includes the larger
works of creation and redemption.”37 Knight correctly traces the source of this divine
communication back to the Trinity.
Implicated in the agreement between God’s communications ad intra and ad
extra is the question of how ontology is related to history. The source of the
ineffable, indissoluble union of these two modes is contained, though not
explained, in the sacred mystery of the Trinity, which not only makes one God
three but also insists that priority of existence and equality of essence are eternally
joined. History can no more be severed from ontology than the idea of God can be
divorced from his love. The coupling of natural and historical types, which does
indeed seem anomalous with respect to human reasoning, is resolved ad intra,
that is, within God’s nature.38
Because “Esse and Operati both have a single source in God’s love and its Emanation,”39
Edwards’s typology permeates through both nature and history.
However, Knight is not entirely correct when she juxtaposes and contrasts a
covenantal framework and an “amorous equation” of emanation and remanation.40
Knight identifies two major currents in Puritan theologies: the “Intellectual Fathers” and
the “Spiritual Brethren.”41 On the one hand, the “Intellectual Fathers” are represented by
Thomas Hooker, Thomas Shepard, Peter Bulkeley, and John Winthrop. These preachers,
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according to Knight, “identified power as God’s essential attribute and described his
covenant with human beings as a conditional promise.”42 On the other hand, the
“Spiritual Brethren” are represented by Richard Sibbes, John Preston, John Cotton, John
Davenport, and Henry Vane. Knight says that these preachers are “More emotional and
even mystical, their theology stressed divine benevolence over power.”43
Against the carefully delineated steps and preparations for salvation on the part of
humans, these Spiritual Brethren are said to have emphasized “the love of God” and
“converted a free testament or voluntary bequeathing of grace for the conditional
covenant described by the other orthodoxy.”44 While the “Intellectual Fathers”
represented by Richard Hooker emphasize the covenantal framework, the “Spiritual
Brethren” represented by Richard Sibbes emphasize the torrent of love in emanation and
remanation, according to Knight.45
Yet the fact is that Edwards articulates the communication of diffusive love
within his covenantal framework. In Edwards, diffusiveness of love and the covenantal
framework are compatible.46 God communicates himself to the world through a
covenantal arrangement made with the elect. As Schweitzer notes, “all of reality is the

42

Knight, Orthodoxies in Massachusetts, 3.

43

Knight, Orthodoxies in Massachusetts, 3.

44

Knight, Orthodoxies in Massachusetts, 3.

45

Knight, Orthodoxies in Massachusetts, 2-33, 119, and 134.

46

To be fair, Knight herself admits and emphasizes that both the Intellectual Fathers and the
Cambridge Brethren talked about diffusive love and covenant and that categorization is a matter of
emphasis. Knight, Orthodoxies in Massachusetts, 21, 34.

226

harmonious communication of the Triune divine mind.”47 Yet only the elect within the
covenant of grace can perceive and appreciate this divine communication as God
designed. These elects have been ordained to salvation in the mind of God from eternity
in the covenant of redemption.
Within the covenantal framework, Edwards articulates God’s diffusive and
overflowing love and goodness communicated throughout the creation. This means that it
is the elect in the covenantal relationship with God who can perceive and appreciate this
divine communication in the most proper way. “Grace endows the believer with a
capacity to perceive God’s presence in his own heart and in the wider world.”48 Even the
extrascriptural divine communications are “part of a divinely instituted system of
symbols that continuously prefigure and communicate the divine presence in nature and
history.”49 God “has constituted the external world in an analogy to things in the spiritual
world, in numberless instances.”50 Therefore, it is pleasing to God “to observe analogy in
his works, as is manifest in fact in innumerable instances; and especially to establish
inferior things in an analogy to superior.”51 This typological analogy is applied not only
to the ontological hierarchy of the chain of beings but also to the horizontal development
of world history as the history of redemption.
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When Edwards applies typology to history, historical types all shadow forth the
coming of Jesus Christ. For example, Edwards sees the new earth granted to Noah and
his family after the flood as “founded on the covenant of grace.”52 “The sacrifice of
Christ was represented by Noah’s building an altar to the Lord and offering a sacrifice of
every clean beast and every clean fowl.”53 The story of Joseph and salvation of the house
of Israel through him is regarded as “a semblance of the salvation of Christ.”54 Israel’s
exodus from the bondage of Egypt and the passing through the Red Sea signify “The
beginning of the application of the redemption of Christ’s church in their conversion.”55
Joshua the leader who led Israel into the land of milk and honey is called “an eminent
type of Christ.”56 As history makes progress, “The light of the gospel now began to shine
much brighter as the time drew nearer that Christ should come.”57 “[T]he light of the
gospel,” Edwards remarks, “which first began to dawn and glimmer immediately after the
fall, gradually increases the nearer we come to Christ’s time.”58
According to Knight, generally speaking, conservative typology is “one of
historical existences,” while liberal typology is “one of ontological essences.”59 Usually
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“A type looks forward in time, not upward through the scale of being.”60 However,
Edwards defies such a dichotomized categorization. Rather, “Edwards always wove
ontological and historical types together in his writings.”61 In one instance, Edwards uses
a natural type for typology of history at the same time. When Edwards used an image of
the moon “approaching nearer and nearer to her conjunction with the sun” and “her light
is still more and more decreasing,” he compared it to the “latter end of Solomon’s reign,”
when “the state of things began to darken.”62 Both natural type and historical type here,
though from different modes, still point to the same lesson: “that a time of declining light
or glory prepares the way, through contrast, for a greater period of illumination with the
coming of the Son.”63
While some scholars describe Edwards as divided within himself between his
conventional theology and his liberal use of typology,64 it seems that the fact is, as Knight
aptly puts it, “The historical narrative and the natural image were merely alternative ways
to understand the work of redemption and to retain it in the mind; the preacher, like God
himself, used both to instruct and edify.”65 Given that the same one and only God
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communicates himself through both nature and history, natural types and historical types
both organically work together and complement each other to illustrate the same point in
God’s work of redemption. In the case of the moon approaching the sun compared to the
declining reign of the king Solomon, “the image of the moon blends so organically with
the historical type that it argues for an original wholeness in God’s communications.”66
John F. Wilson basically concurs when he states:
For Edwards, nature and history were not alternative sources of knowledge about
the Godhead, but each one interpenetrated the other. At his hands, scriptural
figures became fused with and elaborated by the images and shadows of nature,
and the boundary between them ceased to exist. What remained was an
interdependence through which nature and Scripture joined to reveal divine glory.
It is not too much to claim that in his Redemption Discourse he so transformed
conventional typological assumptions that the discourse became as much a
celebration of the God of nature as a hymn to the Lord of history.67
Whether in nature or in history, typology enabled Edwards “to find coherence where
chaos might otherwise be thought to reign.”68
The Covenantal Dispensation in History
In order to accomplish these designs, Edwards maintains, God utilizes the
covenantal framework in his way of dealing with his people in history. The covenant of
works represents the first covenant that God made with his people. Yet it was “the will of
God that it should first appear by the event wherein the first was deficient, or wanting of
what man needed.”69 Because in this first covenant “the fulfillment of the righteousness
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of the covenant, and man's perseverance, was betrusted with man himself, with nothing
better to secure it than his own strength,” it turned out invalid as the deficiency
manifested “in the fall.”70
The covenant of works was here exhibited to be as a schoolmaster to lead to
Christ, not only for the use of that nation in the age of the Old Testament, but for
the use of God’s church throughout all ages to the end of the world, as an
instrument that the great Redeemer makes use of to convince men of their sin and
misery and helplessness and God’s awful and tremendous majesty and justice as a
lawgiver, and to make men sensible of the necessity of Christ as a savior.71
The covenant of works as a schoolmaster led people to know their brokenness and
helplessness in the sight of God.
Accordingly, God introduced a “better covenant,” or “an everlasting covenant.” In
this covenant of grace, “that which was wanting in the first covenant would be supplied,”
and “a remedy should be provided against that which under the first covenant proved
man's undoing, viz. man's own weakness and instability.”72 With the failure of
humankind in keeping the covenant of works, the purpose of the first covenant has been
achieved.
God did not see it fit that man should be trusted to stand in his own strength a
second time. God at first entered into such a covenant with man wherein he was
left to stand in his own strength, for that end, that the event might show the
weakness and instability of man and his dependence on God. But when the event
has once proved this, there is no need of entering into another covenant of the
same tenor to manifest it.73
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In the second covenant, the covenant of grace, God the Father sent the only Son, the
mediator who “is the same yesterday, today and forever, who cannot fail, who would
undertake for them, who should take the care of them, that is able to save to the uttermost
all that come unto God through him, and who ever lives to make intercession for them.”74
Based on this covenantal framework and utilizing typological interpretation of
nature and history, Edwards proposes three progressive stages of history of redemption.
The first stage ranges from “the fall of man to Christ’s incarnation.” The second is “from
Christ’s incarnation till his resurrection, or the whole time of Christ’s humiliation.” The
third stage ranges from “thence to the end of the world.”75
Edwards subdivides the first stage between the fall and Christ’s incarnation into
six periods: from the fall to the flood; from the flood to the calling of Abraham; from
Abraham to Moses; from Moses to David; from David to the Babylonian captivity; and
from the captivity to the incarnation of Christ.76 In the first period from the fall to the
flood, it is notable that Edwards recognizes the latent work of Christ already beginning
immediately since the fall. In Genesis 3:15 (“And I will put enmity between thee and the
woman, [and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head]”) Edwards sees
protoevangelism.77 Upon the fall of human beings, Christ assumed the mediator’s office.
The preacher says: “Christ immediately on the fall of man entered on that office and
began that work to which all the great dispensations that were to be afterwards towards
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his church to the end of the world do belong.”78 In fact, this promise of another “surety”79
was “the first revelation of the covenant of grace; this was the first dawning of the light
of the gospel on earth.”80 Also, the institution of sacrifice prepared “the way for Christ’s
coming and working out redemption.”81
In the second period from the flood to the calling of Abraham, the water that
“washed away the filth of the world” is construed as “a type of the blood of Christ that
takes away the sin of the world.”82 While a grant of earth was originally made under the
covenant of works with Adam in Genesis 1:28 (“Be fruitful and multiply and replenish
the earth, and subdue it; and have dominon ... over every living thing”), Edwards sees in
God’s covenant with Noah after the flood “the new grant of the earth” “founded on the
covenant of grace.”83
In the third period, “a more particular and full revelation and confirmation of the
covenant of grace” takes place.84 God made a covenant with Abraham, promising him
that he was Christ’s seed and all the families of the earth would enter blessings through
Abraham.85 Circumcision was introduced as “a seal of the covenant of grace,” as “a
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certain sacrament to be a steady seal of this covenant in the visible church till Christ
should come.”86 In Abraham’s delivering Isaac as a sacrifice to obey the Lord’s
command,87 in Jacob’s stone and his vision at Bethel,88 or in Joseph’s providential story
that turned a tragedy to a drama of saving Israel from famine,89 Edwards sees God’s
renewals of the covenant of grace.
During the fourth period, the covenant of works was exhibited at Mount Sinai “as
a schoolmaster to lead to Christ,” “as an instrument that the great Redeemer makes use of
to convince men of their sin and misery and helplessness and God’s awful and
tremendous majesty and justice as a lawgiver, and so to make men sensible of the
necessity of Christ as a savior.”90 Israel’s journey through the Red Sea and wilderness
and their entry to the land of Canaan indicate God’s renewing the covenant of grace.91
Joshua was “an eminent type of Christ”92 and judges such as Barak, Jephthah, Gideon,
and Samson were “types of the great redeemer and deliverer” of God’s church.93
Under the fifth period, David became king of Israel as “the greatest personal type of
Christ of all under the Old Testament.”94 The city of Jerusalem was “the greatest type of
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the church of Christ in all the Old Testament.”95 In the promise of the establishment of
the throne in 2 Samuel 7:16 (“And thy house and thy kingdom shall be established
forever before thee; thy throne shall be established forever”),96 Edwards sees “the fifth
solemn establishment of the covenant of grace with his church since the fall.”97 Later
decline of kingly rule in Israel was “to prepare the way for the spiritual glory of the
gospel being more joyfully received.”98
During the sixth period, the Babylonian captivity took place. This event also
prepared “the way for Christ” in that it “showed the necessity of abolishing the Jewish
dispensation and introducing a new dispensation of the covenant of grace.”99 Following
the conquer of the Persian empire by the Grecian empire, Greek spread as the common
language, which prepared a way for “setting up the kingdom <of Christ>, because this
was the language in which the New Testament was to be originally written.”100
Upon the completion of these six periods under the first stage of the work of
redemption came Christ’s incarnation as the second stage of the history of redemption.
Edwards writes on this stage of history: “Though it was but between thirty and forty
years, yet more was done in it than had been done from the beginning of the world to that
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time.”101 All the periods in the first stages and, moreover, the eternal transaction of the
covenant of redemption primarily targeted this particular stage of history.
We have observed that all [things] that had been done before were only
preparatory for what was done now, and it may also be observed that all that was
done before the beginning of time in the eternal counsels of God, and that eternal
transaction there was between the persons of the Trinity, chiefly respected this
period.102
Because of Christ’s humiliation from his incarnation to his resurrection, “the purchase of
redemption was made.”103 In Christ the history of redemption sees “the antitype of all
that had been done, by all the priests, and in all their sacrifices and offerings, from the
beginning of the world.”104
By Christ’s purchase of redemption, two things are intended: “satisfaction” and
“merit.” First, Christ’s death pays “our debt” and thereby satisfies the penalty and
punishment the fallen humans owe.105 The price that Christ paid “satisfies by its intrinsic
value and agreement between the Father and the Son.”106 Second, by the merit of Christ’s
death, the price “procures a title for us to happiness.”107 While the “satisfaction or
propitiation of Christ consists either in his suffering evil, or his being subject to
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abasement,” Christ’s obedience to the Father till the death of the cross also has positive
merit that earns happiness for the elect.108
But not only proper suffering, but all abasement and depression of the state or
circumstance of mankind below its primitive honor and dignity, such as his body's
remaining under death, and body and soul remaining separate, and other things
that might be mentioned, are the judicial fruits of sin. And all that Christ did in his
state of humiliation that had the nature of obedience, or moral virtue, or goodness
in it in one respect or another, had the nature of merit in it, and was part of the
price with which he purchased happiness for the elect.109
In sum, “The satisfaction of Christ is to free us from misery, and the merit of Christ is to
purchase happiness for us.”110
By Christ’s obedience Edwards means obedience to “the mediatorial law.”111
Edwards lists three kinds of law that Christ obeyed in his life on earth. First was “those
commands that he was subject to merely as man” as stipulated in two tables of stone at
Mount Sinai.112 Second was Jewish ceremonial law.113 Yet the third kind was “the
mediatorial law,” “the commands that the Father gave him to teach such doctrines, to
preach the gospel, to work such miracles, to call such disciples, to appoint such
ordinances, and finally to lay down his life.”114 Particularly Christ’s obedience to this
mediatorial law was “most meritorious.”115
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As the obedience of the first Adam, wherein his righteousness would have
consisted if he had stood, would have mainly consisted not in his obedience to the
moral law that he was subject to as a moral head and surety of mankind, even the
command of abstaining from the tree of knowledge <of good and evil>, so the
obedience of the second Adam, wherein his righteousness consists, lies mainly
not in his obedience to the law that he was subject to merely as man, but to that
special law, that which he was subject [to] in his office as mediator and surety for
man.116
Certainly Christ obeyed the first two kinds of law perfectly. Yet especially in his
obedience to this mediatorial law, Christ, as the surety of humankind, fulfilled all the
commands he had received from the Father. Because of this merit in Christ’s obedience,
the elect are not only free from punishment but participate in the felicity of divine life.
After “Christ’s purchase of redemption”117 has been made, the third stage comes
that begins with Christ’s resurrection to the end of the world. This is the time “for
obtaining the end” and “the glorious effect” of Christ’s purchase of redemption.118 This is
also the time “wherein the church is under the last dispensation of the covenant of grace
that ever will be under on earth.”119 Edwards subdivides this stage into four “great,
successive dispensations of providence” all represented in Scripture as “Christ’s coming”:
“setting up the kingdom of Christ and destroying the enemies of his kingdom”; “the
destruction of the heathen Roman empire”; “the destruction of Antichrist”; and Christ’s
“coming to the last judgment.”120 As John F. Wilson notes, these four stages are
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“cumulative; each successive event incorporates those that went before and issues in yet a
further development.”121 In Edwards’s own words:
So far as Christ’s kingdom is established, so far are things would up and settled in
their everlasting state, and a period put to the course of things in this
unchangeable world. So far is the first heavens and the first earth come to an end
and the new heavens and new earth, the everlasting heavens and earth, established
in their room.122
Christ rose from the dead and ascended into heaven. Christ’s resurrection means that he
rose “from the grave with joy and glory as the joyful bridegroom of the church, as a
glorious conqueror to subdue their enemies under their feet.”123 Christ’s ascension
indicates “his solemn enthronization whereby the Father did set him on the throne, and
invest him with the glory of his kingdom that he had purchased for himself, and that he
might thereby obtain the success of his redemption in conquering all his enemies.”124
Christ rose from the grave and ascended into heaven as “the head of the body and
forerunner of all the church” so that the church elect may also rise and ascend with
him.125 History is the spiral and cumulative movement that heads for Christ’s kingdom
where Christ and the church elect enjoy eternal felicity of communion.
Toward the end of history, the church will experience a time of prosperity. “[T]he
success of Christ’s purchase has been carried on through the times of the afflicted state of
the Christian church,” Edwards notes, “from Christ’s resurrection till Antichrist is fallen
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and Satan’s visible kingdom on earth is overthrown.”126 After the time of conflicts and
afflictions comes the period of time in which the church is in “a state of peace and
prosperity.”127 This is the reign of the church for a thousand years called millennium.128
The millennium129 is “a time of great holiness.”130 It is an exceptional time when
the knowledge of God permeates the world and universal sanctification takes place.
[N]ow vital religion shall everywhere prevail and reign. Religion shall not be an
empty profession as it now mostly is, but holiness of heart and life shall
abundantly prevail. Those times shall be an exception from what Christ says of
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the ordinary state of the church, viz. that there shall be but few [saved], for now
holiness shall become general.131
During this penultimate time, the Christian church flourishes as the entire world returns
to God. As Edwards envisions:
And then shall all the world be united in peace and love in one amiable society;
all nations, in all parts, on every side of the globe, shall then be knit together in
sweet harmony, all parts of God’s church assisting and promoting the knowledge
and spiritual good one of another.132
During this period, the world will become “one church, one orderly, regular, beautiful
society, one body, all the members in beautiful proportion.”133
As was the case with justification and sanctification of the elect, here also the
work of the Holy Spirit plays an important role. As the Holy Spirit justifies and sanctifies
the soul of the elect, so the same Spirit leads the history to consummation. As the Holy
Spirit unites the souls of the elect with the divine life and leads the elect souls to
participate in the divine trinitarian communion, so the same Spirit leads the history and
the entire creation to the participation in the trinitarian communion.134 According to
Avihu Zakai, an important theological endeavor Edwards engaged was “to establish an
association between redemptive activity in the soul and its manifestations in time.”135
With the drama of salvation and redemption reaching a culmination, the private,
existential dimension of conversion became inextricable from the general,
external dimension of salvation history. Here lies the close association in
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Edwards’s imagination between historical occurrences and the fate of human
beings.136
In other words, Edwards’s “aim was to transport the dynamism revealed in saving grace
from the inner sphere of the soul into the whole realm of history, and thus to show the
presence of God’s redemptive activity within the whole of history.”137 The existential
condition of the humankind is “inextricable from the unfolding revelation of God’s work
of redemption.”138
Edwards’s interest in searching for manifestations of God’s work of redemption
in history dates back to the time shortly after his conversion experience. In Personal
Narrative that recounts his conversion experience, Edwards notes:
My heart has been much on the advancement of Christ's kingdom in the world.
The histories of the past advancement of Christ's kingdom, have been sweet to me.
When I have read histories of past ages, the pleasantest thing in all my reading has
been, to read of the kingdom of Christ being promoted. And when I have expected
in my reading, to come to any such thing, I have lotted upon it all the way as I
read. And my mind has been much entertained and delighted, with the Scripture
promises and prophecies, of the future glorious advancement of Christ's kingdom
on earth.139
When the revival broke out in 1734-1735, Edwards found in it “an important clue to the
mystery of salvation history.”140 The Northampton pastor saw the work of redemption “as
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the great end and drift of all God's works and dispensations from the beginning, and even
the end of the work of creation itself.”141
This outpouring of the Spirit led him to believe that “the operations of saving
grace were inextricable from God’s great design in time, and that they are not confined
only to the private sphere of individual conversions.”142
Redemption and history are essentially intermingled because the ultimate mark of
history is God’s redemptive activity. Not only private conversion and salvation,
but the whole internal dynamism behind all historical phenomena is evidence of
God’s redemptive plan from the beginning to the end of history.143
Hence Edwards became convinced that “from the fall of man to this day wherein we live
the Work of Redemption in its effect has mainly been carried on by remarkable pourings
out of the Spirit of God.”144
God, by pouring out his Holy Spirit, shall furnish men to be glorious instruments
of carrying on his work; shall fill them with knowledge and wisdom and a fervent
zeal for the promoting the kingdom of Christ and the salvation of souls and
propagating the gospel in the world.145
Indeed, “the way in which the greatest things have been done towards carrying on this
work always has been by remarkable pourings out of the Spirit at special seasons of
mercy.”146 As William M. Schweitzer puts it, history is “the temporal vehicle for the
great work of redemption, that which above all else provides the fullest disclosure of
141
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God’s character.”147 In sum, the work of the Holy Spirit not only draws the elect souls to
communion with God but also drives forth the entire course of history toward the end of
time.
This cosmic work of the Holy Spirit is actually in accord with the work of the
Spirit within the immanent Trinity. The Spirit works throughout history as well as on
individual elect to draw the entire creation to the participation in the divine life because
the Holy Spirit is the bond of union between the Father and the Son within the immanent
Trinity. The Holy Spirit works as the bond of union between God and the church elect
because the same Spirit is originally the bond of union within the divine life. The way the
Holy Spirit works in history reflects the way the Holy Spirit subsists in the immanent
Trinity. As Robert W. Caldwell notes, “the divine activity of redemption parallels the
structure of the immanent divine life.”148
Moreover, this design of redemption was originally conceived in the covenant of
redemption within the communion of divine persons. Put another way, when the covenant
of redemption was made between the Father and the Son, it was conducted in accordance
with the way divine persons subsist with each other.
In conjunction with his eternal disposition to diffuse himself, God plans to glorify
himself ad extra in a way that will be patterned off of his internal Trinitarian
glory. Subsequently, the covenant of redemption is planned between the Father
and the Son, as well as the plan to create creatures made in the image of God who
are uniquely suited to receive the divine glory.149
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As John J. Bombaro notes, Edwards’s entire theological framework is “to be upon the
foundation of the Trinitarian pactum salutis for self-glorification.”150 The Holy Spirit
maintains “as it were, innertrinitarian covenantal obligations, what Edwards likes to refer
to as the eternal confederation within the Godhead.”151 In Knight’s words, “The divine
impulse precedes the creation of the world and informs the history of redemption.”152 The
covenant of redemption is the archetypal blueprint of the history of the work of
redemption. The history of redemption is the ectypal outworking of the covenant of
redemption. Redemptive history reflects the eternal covenant of redemption. Therefore
Edwards declares:
All decrees may one way or other be referred to the covenant of redemption: the
grand subject of [the] revelations that God hath made, [the] subject of the words
of God, [the] subject of prophecy, [the] great things insisted on in the
contemplations and praises of saints and angels, and will be to all eternity.153
All decrees converge as the fulfillment of the covenant of redemption in the
eschatological communion of the trinitarian God with the church elect.
Eschatological Communion as the Fulfillment of the Covenant of Redemption
God’s eternal decree for the redemption of the elect culminates in the
eschatological communion of God with the saints. Although God’s economic works in
temporality take diverse manifestations as previous chapters illustrated, ultimately,
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Edwards argues, the end of the whole history is just one. Edwards says: “God's design in
all his works is one, and all his manifold and various dispensations are parts of one
scheme.”154 While creation takes diverse manifestations in its parts, yet “all bear a
relation one to another and all is united together so as to make one frame and to be all
together, one building.”155 Likewise, in God’s work of providence, “all are the various
parts of one scheme, different motions all conspiring together to help one another to bring
forth some one great event.”156 As “the different motions of the various parts of a clock,
all conspire together to turn one hand and to move one hammer,” the entire history heads
for one goal.157 As innumerable streams “all have relation [and] come together [to] make
one river,” the same goes with “the train and series of the various and manifold works
and dispensations of God through all ages of the world.”158
Indeed, there are different subordinate designs that God has in his different works,
but not different independent designs. All things have one cause—not different
beings acting separately and independently that were the efficient causes—but
one Being that is the efficient [cause], and so but one Being that is the end of all.
All [are] made for his glory as their ultimate end, and not only is the ultimate or
last end that God aims at in all his works the same, but the principal means for the
obtaining of that end is but one. There is some one grand event that God aims at
the bringing to pass in all his works by which he will obtain his glory. The
scheme for the obtaining of this great end is but one: all the various works of God
have relation one to another and are united one to another as different parts of one
scheme, so that the contrivance is but one and the work is one.159
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Therefore, “the grand design and scheme and work of God in all his manifold works and
dispensations is one.”160
This ultimate end of God’s grand design in history is the communion of the elect
with the triune God through the union of the elect with Christ. “For it is the union of the
elect with Christ that constitutes the essential climax of this dynamic design,” Edwards
contends. “God's communication of himself and man's enjoyment of him is the
realization of God's glory.”161 It is “a vision of the saints’ joyful participation in the
eternal, overflowing love of the divine life.”162
As discussed in chapter 6 on the church covenant, Edwards envisioned the eternal
felicity in the fulfillment of the marriage covenant of Christ and the church elect.
The promises of the incarnation of Christ and of his obedience and sacrifice, were
included in the covenant between Christ and believers before these things were
actually accomplished. These were included in Christ's promise of giving himself
to believers. If he gives himself to believers, as is promised in this marriage
covenant, then he must represent them. If Christ gives himself to sinners, of
course, justice due to the sinners takes hold on him, and all the sinners'
obligations lie upon Christ. These things necessarily follow from Christ's making
himself one with them, as he doth in his marriage covenant.163
Because Christ has fulfilled all justice and obligations as the head of all the saints and
because now these saints are united with Christ in the covenantal marriage, all the merits
of Christ at the same time belong to the saints. “That eternal wedding day with his bride
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that Christ has eagerly awaited throughout all his labors has now been realized in the
consummation.”164
Thus the grand design of God in all his works and dispensations is to present to
his Son a spouse in perfect purity, beauty and glory from amongst [mankind],
blessing all [the elect] and destroying those [that oppose], and so to glorify
himself through his Jesus Christ, God-man; or in one word, the work of
redemption is the grand design of [history], this the chief work of God, [the] end
of all other works, so that the design of God is one.165
This communion of the elect with Christ is the consummation of the history of the work
of redemption. Given that the end of creation is subordinated to the work of redemption,
this eschatological communion between the elect and Christ is also the fulfillment of the
purpose of creation.
The creation of the world seems to have been especially for this end, that the
eternal Son of God might obtain a spouse, towards whom he might fully exercise
the infinite benevolence of his nature, and to whom he might, as it were, open and
pour forth all that immense fountain of condescension, love and grace that was in
his heart, and that in this way God might be glorified. Doubtless the work of
creation is subordinate to the work of redemption: that is called the creation of the
new heavens and new earth, and is represented as so much more excellent than the
old, that that, in comparison of it, is not worthy to be mentioned, or come into
mind.166
Ultimately, the work of redemption as God’s self-communication for his own glory is the
goal and purpose of the entire history. In this culmination of God’s self-communication,
creation sees its own fulfillment. “[T]he final result of the accomplishment of God’s
ultimate purpose to display and communicate His glory,” as Craig Biehl summarizes, “is
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that the holy bride of Christ will spend eternity in ultimate fellowship with God in heaven,
the holy abode prepared by God for the enjoyment of Christ and the elect.”167
The paramount merit that saints can now partake is the communion with the
triune God as the Son enjoys the communion with the Father. In this way the elect are
welcomed into the trinitarian communion of the divine persons. The joyful feast of the
wedding of Christ and the church elect celebrates the eternal union.
The end of the creation of God was to provide a spouse for his Son Jesus Christ
that might enjoy him and on whom he might pour forth his love. And the end of
all things in providence are to make way for the exceeding expressions of Christ's
love to his spouse and for her exceeding close and intimate union with, and high
and glorious enjoyment of, him and to bring this to pass. And therefore the last
thing and the issue of all things is the marriage of the Lamb. And the wedding day
is the last day, the day of judgment, or rather that will be the beginning of it. The
wedding feast is eternal; and the love and joys, the songs, entertainments and
glories of the wedding never will be ended. It will be an everlasting wedding
day.168
God’s grand design of redemption is ultimately to “bring all elect creatures in heaven and
earth to an union one to another, in one body under one head, and to unite all together in
one body to God the Father.”169 The saints in heaven are “partakers with Christ in the joy
and glory of the advancement and prosperity of his kingdom of grace on earth, and
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success of his gospel here.”170 They enjoy “a full view of the state of the church on earth,
and a speedy, direct and certain acquaintance with all its affairs, in every part.”171
The eternal communion of the church elect with Christ as her bridegroom is at the
same time the fulfillment of the covenant of redemption as the elect “shall share in
Christ’s glory as promised by the Father in the covenant of redemption.”172
Christ shall enter into heaven with his glorious church every way completed, and
shall present them before the Father without spot or {blemish}, having given them
that perfect beauty and crowned them with that glory and honor and happiness
which was stipulated in the covenant of redemption before the world was, and
which he died to procure for them.173
In this union, the elect are united with Christ and, through the union with Christ,
participate in the divine life. This participatory and communicative relationship between
God and the church elect is ever increasing and progressive. The saints will grow
constantly in their knowledge and appreciation of God’s glory.
For the sum total of the glory that God is to receive is infinite; for he will be
glorified to all eternity, and those that shall render him his tribute of glory will, to
eternity, be increasing in their knowledge of his glory, and so in the degree of
their love and praise to eternity. So that God's declarative glory, as it is in God's
view, is truly an infinitely great thing.174
Some streams of traditional western theology tended to portrait the eschatological picture
as a beatific vision in which the intellect sees and enjoys God as a final and static state of
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perfection.175 In contrast, Edwards’s eschatological vision has a more dynamic and everincreasing character.176
To be sure, Edwards also talks about beatific vision. Yet as Paul Ramsey points
out, “Edwards’ account of the progressive end of the happiness of heaven as God’s end in
creation providence, and redemption” is “coherent with what he says about the ‘Beatifical
vision.’”177
Hence that BEATIFICAL VISION that the saints have of God in heaven, is in
beholding the manifestations that he makes of himself in the work of redemption:
for that arguing of the being and perfections of God that may be a priori, don't
seem to be called seeing God in Scripture, but only that which is by [the]
manifestations God makes of himself in his Son. All other ways of knowing God
are by seeing him in Christ the Redeemer, the image of the invisible God, and in
his works, or the effects of his perfections in his redemption, and the fruits of it
(which effects are the principal manifestation or shining forth of his perfections);
and in conversing with them by Christ, which conversation is chiefly about those
things done and manifested in this work— if we may judge by the subject of
God's conversation with his church— by his work in this world. And so we may
infer that [the] business and employment of the saints, so far as it consists in
contemplation, praise, and conversation, is mainly in contemplating the wonders
of this work, in praising God for the displays of his glory and love therein, and in
conversing about things appertaining to it.178
The key idea stipulated here is that even in heaven the saints see God only through and in
Christ who is the mediator of God and the human. Edwards writes in the same miscellany:
“there is no creature can thus have an immediate sight of God, but only Jesus Christ, who
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is in the bosom of God.”179 As Ramsey notes, “The saints see God through the exalted
and glorified one of us men in whom the Son was incarnate (the Father’s sending and, by
protological covenant, the Son’s coming and acting in unison both ad intra and ad
extra).”180 Even in heaven the saints see God through the mediation of Christ the Son
incarnated.
All communicated glory to the creature must be by the Son of God, who is the
brightness or shining forth of his Father's glory. And therefore when the external
world comes to receive its greatest brightness and glory, it will doubtless [be] by
him, and it will be by him as God-man.181
Through the union with Christ, the saints participate in the beatific vision of God.
Because this vision is mediated by the humanity of the Son incarnate and because they
participate in this vision as finite humans, the knowledge of God the saints actively
receive will be inexhaustible and infinite. “For perfection in holiness, i.e. a sinless
perfection, is not such in those that are finite, but it admits of infinite degrees.”182 Hence,
“Properly understood, this means that Edwards’ incarnational Christology is essential to
his understanding of Christ as eternally the Mediator of the increase of knowledge, love,
and joy in God.”183
In other words, the distinction between the Creator and creature is unmistakably
maintained even in heaven. The union with and in Christ does not violate the Creatorcreature distinction. “'Tis God only that is unchangeable. The whole universe, consisting
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in upper and lower worlds, is in a changing state,”184 Edwards says. When it comes to the
union with God through the elect’s union in Christ, “the time will never come when it can
be said it has already arrived at this infinite height.”185 In his personal correspondence,
the New England divine further expounded his point. When the saints unite with God and
become “partakers of his holiness,” it means the Holy Spirit “communicates something of
to the saints” “without imparting to them his essence.”186
God alone is immutable, unchanging. All creatures are the opposite of that by
virtue of their finitude. We ought not to suppose that in the end of the end time of
redemption in heaven men become gods and that the good angels ... also become
gods, i.e., become no longer creatures. Therefore we must not suppose that
heaven is inherently an unchanging society.187
The divine and the human never merge together. Yet the communication of the divine
diffusiveness and the elect’s participation in God’s happiness ever cumulatively increase.
Although the divine and the human never merge, they come ever and ever closer.
Precisely because God is infinite and the elect are finite human beings, for the elect
heaven is full of wonders and new discoveries each day and each moment. Janice Knight
writes:
In place of consummation, Edwards posited an eternal dynamic, in which the
bond of attraction between the two entities – God and creature, or more properly
the society of the Godhead and the community of saints – grows ever stronger as
the mass increases and the distance diminishes.188
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For Edwards, heaven is never static and motionless. Rather heaven is, from the saints’s
perspective, full of newness and dynamic dance between the divine and the human.
The eschatological fulfillment is also inseparable from the last judgment. Christ as
the Son has been appointed as the judge for the coming Day of Judgment. Edwards
reasons: “God saw meet that that person that was in the human nature should be the judge
of those that had the human nature.”189 As the second person of the Trinity incarnated and
assumed human nature, it is appropriate and fitting that Christ the Son sits in the seat of
judgment. “Seeing that there is one of the persons in the Trinity united to the human
nature,” Edwards surmises, “God chooses in all his transactions with mankind to transact
by him.”190 Moreover, this arrangement is from eternity as it was “ordained and agreed in
the covenant of redemption that he should be.”191 Christ the Son also deserves as the
judge of the world “as a suitable reward for his sufferings.”192 The glory as the judge is
given to Christ as “a part of Christ’s exaltation,” “in reward for his humiliation and
sufferings.”193 Edwards again ascribes this arrangement to the eternal covenant of
redemption: “This was what was stipulated in the covenant of redemption, and we are
expressly told that it was given him in reward for that.”194
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On the Last Day of Judgment, both the righteous and the wicked will rise from the
graves. They will be brought forth to Christ the Judge and all the works of the righteous
and the wicked will be disclosed in light.195 Then the Book of Scripture will be opened
and the people’s works will be tested in light of the Word of God.196 This scrutiny takes
place through “the Law” and “the gospel.” As for the wicked, it will be “the sentence of
the Law that the judge will pronounce upon them.”197 For the righteous, “although their
sentence will not be the sentence of the Law, yet it will by no means be such a sentence
as shall be inconsistent with it, but such as the Law allows of.”198 Followed by the rule of
the Law, the gospel is applied as a “secondary rule of judgment.”199
It will be by the gospel, or covenant of grace, that believers shall have eternal
blessedness adjudged to them. When it is found that the Law hinders not, that the
curse and condemnation of the Law stands not against them, they shall have the
reward of eternal life given them according to the glorious gospel of Jesus Christ:
which gospel will be found, as well as the Law, to condemn the ungodly. They,
being found not to have believed on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, shall be
condemned according to the tenor of that gospel.200
While the wicked will be condemned by the Law, the righteous will participate in the
eternal blessedness through the gospel of Jesus Christ who fulfilled the requirement of
the Law.
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It is notable that here Edwards identifies the gospel with the covenant of grace. The
consummation of the covenant of grace is the eternal communion of the elect with Christ
and the exclusion of the unregenerate from this eternal blessedness. In proportion to the
communion the elect enjoys with Christ, the sentence given to the wicked will be the
eternal separation from any kind of communion with God.
The words of the sentence, they show the greatest abhorrence and wrath. Christ
will bid them depart. He'll send them away from his presence, will remove them
forever, far out of his sight, into an everlasting separation from God, as those [that]
are most loathsome and unfit to be in his presence, and unfit for any sort of
communion with him.201
When the unregenerate are eliminated from the eternal communion with God and the
church elect are embraced into the eternal blessedness of the Trinity, Christ’s work as the
mediator is fulfilled.
Then the Mediator will have fully accomplished his work, will have destroyed,
and will triumph over, all his enemies. Then Christ will fully have obtained his
reward. He will have fully accomplished the design that was upon his heart from
all eternity. And then Jesus Christ will rejoice, and his members must needs
rejoice with him.202
With the consummation of the covenant of grace, Christ’s role as the mediator is also
fulfilled.
Upon the completion of the mediator’s role, Christ delivers the kingdom up to the
Father. Citing 1 Corinthians 15:24, Edwards expounds:
And as Christ when he first entered upon the Work of Redemption, after the fall
of man, had the kingdom committed to him of the Father, and took on himself the
administration of the affairs of the universe, to manage all so as to subserve to the
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purposes of this affair; so now that work being finished, he will deliver up the
kingdom to the Father.203
This does not mean that Christ will “cease to reign or have a kingdom after this,” but the
meaning is “Christ shall deliver up that kingdom or dominion that he has over the world
as the Father's delegate or vicegerent which the Father committed to him to be managed
in subserviency to this great design of redemption.”204 The Northampton pastor continues:
The end of this commission or delegation he had from the Father was to subserve
to this particular design of redemption; and therefore when that design is full
accomplished the commission will cease, and Christ will deliver it up to the
Father from whom he received it.205
Upon the completion of the work of redemption comes the eternal felicity of the elect
participating in the trinitarian communion.
In this way, “the ultimate purpose of God in displaying and communicating His glory
is accomplished.”206 The fulfillment of God’s design in his work of redemption is at the
same time the fulfillment of the telos of all creation. The saints will enjoy the eternal
blissfulness in the trinitarian communion.
Then God will have obtained the end of all his great works that [he] had been
doing from the beginning of the world; all the deep designs of God will be
unfolded in their events. Then his marvelous contrivance in his hidden, intricate
and inexplicable works will appear, their ends being obtained. Then God's glory
will more abundantly appear in his works, his works being perfected. This will
cause a great occasion of happiness to the saints who behold it. Then God will
fully have glorified himself, his Son and the elect. Then he will see that all is very
good, and will rejoice in his own works, which will be the joy of all heaven.
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Then God will make more abundant manifestations of his glory and the glory of
his Son, and will pour forth more plentifully of his Spirit, and will make
answerable additions to the glory of the saints, as will be becoming [to] the
commencement of the ultimate and most perfect state of things and as will
become such a joyful occasion a the completing of all things. And in this glory
and happiness will the saints remain,
forever and ever.207
The beatific vision takes place as the participation and union in Christ. The ultimate end
of this communion is the communion of the church elect with the life of God the Trinity.
“God’s design” is, Edwards writes, “to admit man as it were to the inmost fellowship
with the deity,” “an eternal society or family in the Godhead in the Trinity of persons.”208
“That eternal wedding day with his bride that Christ has eagerly awaited throughout all
his labors has now been realized in the consummation.”209
Practicality of the Trinity in History and Eschaton
As the account above has showed, the covenant of redemption is inherently
connected with God’s economic work of redemption in history and its completion.
Edwards himself gave an account on how practical the doctrine of the Trinity is. For the
New England divine, such doctrines as the Trinity and decrees “are glorious inlets into
the knowledge and view of the spiritual world, and the contemplation of supreme things;
the knowledge of which I have experienced how much it contributes to the betterment of
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the heart.”210 In fact, “If such doctrines as these had not been revealed, the church would
never have been let half so far into the view of the spiritual world.”211
On Edwards’s appreciation of the doctrine of the Trinity as a highly practical
guide, Amy Plantinga Pauw comments: “This may seem surprising, given that the
Trinity’s reputation as a speculative and arcane doctrine, far removed from the practical
concerns of the life of faith.”212 Indeed, the fact was that “Edwards responded to the
theological issues prompted by the deepest hopes of Puritan piety with the help of the
doctrine of the Trinity.”213 The trinitarian theology of Jonathan Edwards is “striking in its
concern for the practical matters of the faith, including Christian hopes for the
hereafter.”214
From the eternity of the immanent Trinity, the covenant of redemption was
destined to and projected toward the eschatological consummation of the eternal
communion of Christ and the church elect in eternal felicity of the wedding banquet.
With the ever increasing, dynamic dance between Christ and the church elect in God’s
kingdom, the purpose of the covenant of redemption is completely fulfilled. The whole
history in this world, from creation, through justification and sanctification of the elect,
the church, the rise and fall of nations, to the end of time, is the process and arena in
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which the covenant of redemption made in eternity unfolds itself and is realized in
temporality. Given that all the economic work of redemption was in an inchoate form
already conceived from eternity within the immanent Trinity, it is no longer warranted to
contend that the immanent Trinity is abstruse and speculatively disconnected from the
economic Trinity.
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PART III

CHAPTER 8
CONCLUSION: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE COVENANT OF REDEMPTION
FOR TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY TODAY
This study has examined the covenant of redemption in the trinitarian theology of
Jonathan Edwards. At the end of this study, we return to the trinitarian theology of today.
First, I will review the criticism of the immanent Trinity pronounced by contemporary
trinitarian theologians. Next, by reviewing the main points of each chapter, I will show
that, in light of the covenant of redemption in the trinitarian theology of Jonathan
Edwards, the criticism is untenable. I will then close this study by a concluding remark.
A Review of Contemporary Criticism of the Immanent Trinity
At the beginning of this study, I identified the negative assessment of the
immanent Trinity in the general trend of contemporary trinitarian theology. As was
reviewed in chapter 1, many contemporary trinitarian theologians claim that the
immanent Trinity is abstruse and speculative. Most of all, the immanent Trinity is, as
they say, impractical because it is detached from God’s redemptive work in this world
and history.
In reviewing the modern tendency of the marginalization of the Trinity in his
book The Domestication of Transcendence: How Modern Thinking about God Went
Wrong, William C. Placher comments that, by the beginning of the eighteenth century,
“the Trinity had, for a great many Christians, simply ceased to be a matter of fundamental
importance.”1
As the doctrine of the Trinity was moved to the margins of Christian faith, ‘God’
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increasingly referred to the creator of the universe and the basis of moral law. We
could know about that God by inference from the order of moral creation, figuring
out God’s existence and attributes by our reason. We could shape our own lives
by living up to the precepts of that God’s law, if perhaps with a bit of help or a
lowering of standards thanks to grace. Revelation and grace were less important,
and the shift away from the God who fits neither human metaphysical schemes
nor human ethical systems came all the more naturally. To ask which came first –
a change in thinking about the Trinity or a change in thinking about revelation and
grace- is like asking about the chicken and the egg. Enough to say that they were
happening at roughly the same time, and in complex interrelation.2
William S. Babcock makes the same point when he argues a change that took place in the
doctrine of the Trinity during the seventeenth century. He writes that in the interval
between Calvin’s sixteenth century and our time today, “large numbers of Christians
seem quietly to have shifted their allegiance to another God, leaving themselves with the
doctrine of the Trinity but no longer retaining the God whom it adumbrates.”3
In Placher’s assessment, as reason began to have more and more primacy over
grace and revelation during this period, the doctrine of the Trinity proportionately began
to lose validity for Christian life. Placher thinks that this shift took place in Protestantism
as the authority of Scripture, decrees, and covenants came to the center of the debate,4
and in Catholics as apologetics against atheism began to focus on the existence of God as
“the great mover of the universe”5 rather than the mystery of the Trinity.
For Protestants the authority of scripture, and decrees and covenants, were
replacing the Trinity at the center of theological debate, and reason and the
scriptural authority it could warrant were replacing grace and the inner testimony
of the Holy Spirit as what energized and undergirded belief. Catholic theologians
2
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were arguing for the existence of God against atheism in a way that made literal
appeal to the particularities of Christian faith. In both cases a marginalization of
the Trinity went hand in hand with greater optimism about the use of human
reason to move toward God, and greater optimism about the capacity of human
moral efforts to cooperate in accomplishing our salvation.6
In this way, as they argue, the doctrine of the Trinity is marginalized and relegated to
peripheries of Christian discourse.
The assumption behind these arguments appears to be that polemical situations
emerging during the seventeenth century in the ascendance of reason as the adjudicator of
truth subtly detached the doctrine of the Trinity from the daily Christian life of piety and
practice. As a result, Babcock thinks that the doctrine of the Trinity “occupies a
peculiarly ambivalent position in contemporary Western Christianity.”7
On the one hand, it is deeply embedded in the Christian doctrinal tradition, far too
deeply to be excised without pain or perhaps even to be excised at all; and it
certainly maintains a persistent- if hardly vivid- presence in various liturgical
formulas and habits of speech that continue to have widespread currency. On the
other hand, despite the recent revival of interest in the doctrine on the part of
theologians, it seems to exercise little or no control over the complex of ways in
which Christians do and do not imagine, do and do not conceive, their God. In
this respect, it seems no longer to retain its earlier functions: to identify the God
of Christian allegiance; to specify the God whom Christians worship and for
whom they yearn; to single out the God who is genuinely God as opposed to the
imagined gods whom human beings, whether individually or collectively, devise
for themselves.8
As Michael J. Buckley puts it, “In the absence of a rich and comprehensive Christology
and Pneumatology of religious experience, Christianity entered into the defense of the
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Christian God without appeal to anything Christian.”9 Patricia Wilson-Kastner also
concurs when she worries that the economic work of redemption in Christ and the Holy
Spirit was increasingly “reduced to a ghostly whisper.”10
In light of this modern context, it is understandable that an increasing number of
contemporary trinitarian theologians endeavor to retrieve the doctrine of the Trinity by
accentuating God’s trinitarian work in his economic work in history. Nicholas Lash
comments:
I do not see how the doctrine of the Trinity can recover its function of serving as
the ‘summary grammar’ of the mystery of salvation and creation except we speak,
from the outset, of Him who is known to us through the Son in the Holy Spirit.11
Contemporary trinitarian theology is correct in its striving to reclaim the doctrine of the
Trinity inseparably connected with God’s saving work in history and in this world.
However, in this effort to recover God the Trinity, it seems that a pendulum has
swung to the other extreme. The general trend of contemporary trinitarian theology seems
to stress the economic Trinity to the detriment of the immanent Trinity. The emphasis on
the economic work of the triune God often comes with the criticism of the abstruse,
speculative, and impractical characteristics of the immanent Trinity.
It is true that the so-called Rahner Rule (“The ‘economic’ Trinity is the
‘immanent’ Trinity and the ‘immanent’ Trinity is the ‘economic’ Trinity”)12 has provided

9
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contemporary trinitarian theologians with an inspirational point of departure. As Stanley
Grenz observes:
Although theologians routinely add qualifiers to Rahner’s Rule, those working in
his wake are conscious of the essential connection between the doctrine of God
and soteriology. Moreover, trinitarian thinkers since Rahner seek to give utmost
seriousness to the epistemological link between the economic Trinity and the
immanent Trinity.13
Rahner is right in his efforts to retrieve the inherent bond between the doctrine of the
Trinity and soteriology and in his emphasis on an epistemological approach. However,
when his dictum is appropriated in a way that practically eliminates the distinction
between the immanent and the economic Trinity, the result can endanger the distinction
between the triune God and creation in a significant way.
For example, Joseph A. Bracken claims that mutually relational work of the
trinitarian persons entails responses to God from creational entities. The immersion of the
economic Trinity into the immanent Trinity amounts to a panentheistic discourse on the
doctrine of God.14 Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki also does not think of the immanent Trinity
as a self-closed entity. The immanent Trinity is the God immanent in the world. God as
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Presence, Power, and Wisdom has an intrinsic relation to the world.15 Ultimately, the
immanent Trinity is absorbed into the economic Trinity.16
Several scholars draw similar conclusions from their studies in Christology. Piet J.
A. M. Schoonenberg holds that the immanent Trinity can be known only as the economic
Trinity and that the immanent-economic distinction is actually a distinction of aspects of
the same reality. Consequently any questions on the immanent Trinity apart from the
economic Trinity would be illegitimate and unanswerable.17 Roger Haight argues that
what matters is that human beings encounter God in Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit in
the divine economic operation. Whether or not the divine economic works correspond to
the self-differentiation within the inner life of God is a question of speculation and is not
the point of the Trinity.18
Among these scholars who propose the significance of the economic Trinity as
opposed to the immanent Trinity, Catherine Mowry LaCugna offers the most extreme
case of the Trinity absorbed into the economic Trinity. LaCugna argues that after the
period of the Cappadocian fathers, Christian theology has detached theologia (God in se)
from oikonomia (God ad extra). Because the doctrine of the Trinity has withdrawn into
the inner life of God to the detriment of God’s economic work of salvation in the world,
LaCugna argues, the doctrine of the Trinity today has become highly speculative and
15
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irrelevant to Christian practical life.19 Accordingly, LaCugna holds that the entire frame
of theology needs to be reformulated from the vantage point of God’s economic work of
salvation in the world: God for us.20 Behind these claims is an assumption that the
distinction between the immanent and the economic Trinity has led to the confinement of
theology into God in himself detached from his economic work of salvation in history,
and thereby has resulted in the irrelevance of the doctrine of the Trinity to daily Christian
life and practice.21
Although these trends rightly emphasize the importance of the economic Trinity
as the epistemological link of the human experience of God, sometimes the immanent
Trinity is so degraded that the distinction and connection between the immanent and the
economic Trinity become blurry. Since the immanent Trinity pertains to the divine
perfection in God’s self independent from the world and the economic Trinity regards to
God’s relation to the world, the blurring of the distinction between these two has a direct
repercussion in the question of a God-world relationship. Ted Peters summarizes this
point succinctly.
On the one hand, to affirm the immanent-economic distinction risks subordinating
the economic Trinity and hence protecting transcendent absoluteness at the cost of
genuine relatedness to the world. On the other hand, to collapse the two together
risks producing a God so dependent upon the world for self-definition that divine
freedom and independence are lost.22
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Indeed, as Chung-Hyun Baik points out, “both the distinction and unity between the
immanent and the economic Trinity need to be acknowledged simultaneously, in order to
establish the equilibrium between God’s relatedness to the world and God’s gracious
freedom.”23
Concluding Remarks: Edwards’s Covenant of Redemption and Its Significance for
Trinitarian Theology Today
In this study I have attempted to show that the covenant of redemption in the
trinitarian theology of Jonathan Edwards offers a case in which the economic Trinity is
aptly emphasized without losing the distinction between the immanent and the economic
Trinity. I have attempted to show that the doctrine of the covenant of redemption in the
trinitarian theology of Jonathan Edwards indicates that God’s plan of redemption is
inherently connected with God’s plan of redemption eternally set up in the immanent
Trinity. If God’s economy of redemption in history is inherently connected with the
eternal plan within the immanent Trinity, it is not warranted to hold that the immanent
Trinity is impractical and speculative.24
In order to show this case, in part 1, consisting of chapters 1 through 3, I tried to
show that the doctrine of the covenant of redemption was current among the seventeenthcentury Reformed scholastics and Edwards inherited this tradition from these Reformed
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theological mentors. In chapter 1, I surveyed the current state of discussions on the
practicality of the doctrine of the Trinity.
In chapter 2, I tried to show that Edwards theologizes with a broader Reformed
theological legacy as his background. The idea of covenant was widely current in Puritan
theology in the seventeenth century in England and New England.25 Puritan theologians
such as Samuel Willard, David Dickson, Herman Witsius, Thomas Goodwin, and Petrus
van Mastircht all painstakingly articulated the doctrine of the covenant of redemption in
its inherent relation to God’s economy of redemption in the world. Edwards read Puritan
theologians such as Petrus van Mastricht, Stephen Charnock, Samuel Willard, Herman
Witsius, Thomas Goodwin, and John Gill. The Northampton theologian built up his
theology on this broader Reformed foundation. Edwards inherited his covenant theology
from a broader Reformed tradition current in the international Reformed communities in
his time.
In chapter 3, I constructively described Edwards’s doctrine of the covenant of
redemption. In line with his Reformed legacy, Edwards articulated the covenant of
redemption as the eternal pact between the Father and the Son before the foundation of
the world.
In part 2, consisting of chapters 4 through 7, I attempted to show some
manifestations of practicality of the doctrine of the Trinity in various aspects of
Edwards’s theology. Through examining Edwards’s doctrine of creation, justification and
sanctification, church and national covenants, and history and the eschaton, I tried to
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show the connection between these theological aspects and the eternal covenant of
redemption.
In chapter 4, I described the relation between the covenant of redemption and
creation. Creation sets up the arena where the covenant of redemption is carried into
practice in temporality. The Creation of the world is tied to the plan of redemption from
eternity.
In chapter 5, I explored the relation between the covenant of redemption and
God’s work of justification and sanctification. The reality that the salvation of the elect
has been decreed from eternity in the covenant of redemption gives assurance and
comfort to the elect. It is also the foundation of the saints’s perseverance of faith.
In chapter 6, I examined the relation between the covenant of redemption and the
church and national covenants. While the issue of church membership or the view of
one’s country seems to be irrelevant to the eternity of the immanent Trinity, I tried to
show that it is possible to see at least indirectly a repercussion of the eternal covenant in
Edwards’s efforts to defend the covenant. As a church leader, Edwards tried to make sure
that his congregation maintained their covenantal identity in their church membership
and as the New Israel.
In chapter 7, I scrutinized Edwards’s view of history and the eschaton. Given that
the entire history is the ectypal unfolding of the covenant of redemption eternally made
within the immanent Trinity, the relationship between the immanent and the economic
Trinity is quintessentially apparent in history and its consummation. History is the
covenant of grace as the actualization of the eternal covenant of redemption through time.
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The eschaton is the fulfillment of the eternal covenant of redemption in the marital
communion of the trinitarian God and the church elect through union with Christ.
In part 3, in this concluding chapter, after reviewing the contemporary discussion
on the immanent Trinity, I reiterate the thesis of this study. A Reformed idea of the
covenant of redemption instantiated in the trinitarian theology of Jonathan Edwards
indicates that an inherent connection exists between God’s economic work of redemption
and the eternal transaction made in eternity. Pactum salutis is the nexus between the
immanent Trinity and the economic Trinity. Hence, it is important to maintain the
distinction and connection between the immanent and economic Trinity. Since the entire
plan of redemption was already made eternally in the immanent Trinity, it is not plausible
to contend that the immanent Trinity is impractical and speculative. Far from being
impractical, the inner-trinitarian pact between the Father and the Son has practical
relevance for salvation and the Christian life.
Scholarship on Edwards has fluctuated in its assessment of Edwards’s place in
modern intellectual history. On the one hand, scholarship since Perry Miller’s influential
study tended to emphasize the remarkable modernity of Edwards’s theology. As Miller
puts it, Edwards was so ahead of time in his modernity that even modern scholars can
hardly catch up with it.26 On the other hand, Peter Gay portrays Edwards as an
anachronistic figure left behind.27 However, as George Marsden notes, the truth was that
“Edwards was a thoroughly eighteenth-century figure who used many of the categories
26
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and assumptions of his era to criticize its trends.”28 In other words, “Edwards’ genius was
to show how his core theological views were intellectually viable in the Enlightenment
era.”29 If we find creative insights in Edwards, it is “not because he was so far ahead of
his time, but rather because his rigorous Calvinism – and his position in a distant
province – put him in a position to critically scrutinize his own era.”30 Edwards
appropriated his Reformed legacy but creatively articulated it for his time of eighteenthcentury Enlightenment. Conversely, Edwards may have innovatively updated his
Reformed tradition, but he did so deeply rooted in his own Reformed legacy. Past
scholarship tended to stress Edwards’s modernity sometimes to the extent of indicating
his departure from his Puritan and Reformed tradition. This study has tried to redress this
propinquity by situating Edwards squarely in covenant theology in the Reformed
tradition he inherited from previous generations.
Since Edwards inherited the doctrine of the covenant of redemption from his
preceding Puritan divines and many of them held this doctrine and perceived its
connection with Christian life and piety, this study also poses a question to the current
criticism of the speculative and abstruse character of the immanent Trinity. At least future
historical and theological studies need to examine to what extent this critical assessment
of the immanent Trinity is accurate in light of the history of the doctrine of the Trinity.
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Further studies of the doctrine of redemption among Puritan divines might indicate that
the doctrine of the Trinity was actually a vibrant part of the “doctrine for life.”31
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APPENDIX
PROPOSITIONS FOR ORAL DEFENSE

I Dissertation Propositions
1 The Reformed idea of the covenant of redemption in the theology of Jonathan Edwards
sheds a new light on practical significance of the doctrine of the Trinity because the
inner-trinitarian eternal pact between the Father and the Son has practical relevance for
salvation and the Christian life.
2 The doctrine of the covenant of redemption was widely shared among the Reformed
circles in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
3 Contrary to Amy Plantinga Pauw, the doctrine of divine simplicity supports the
doctrine of the Trinity.
4 The covenant of redemption functions as the nexus between the immanent Trinity and
the economic Trinity.
5 For an accurate assessment of a doctrine, even a study in systematic theology should
pay attention to the historical context of the object of the study.
II Course-work Propositions
1 Italian antitrinitarians, Giorgio Biandrata (1516-1588) and Giovanni Valentino Gentile
(d. 1566), played an important role for the formation of Calvin’s doctrine of the Trinity in
a way that Calvin was motivated to expand his discussion on the Trinity in chapter 13 of
book 1 of the 1559 edition of his Institutes of the Christian Religion.
2 One cannot talk about the training of pastors in Zurich without dealing with its
interactions with the government. In this political framework, the ecclesiastical leaders
experienced both achievements and compromises.
3 The debate over the vowel points between John Owen and Brian Walton is like a family
dispute in the sense that both accept the authority of the Bible as a common foundation.
Owen is not confused, but rather attacks specifically Lewis Cappel’s theory of
conjectural emendation introduced by Walton.
4 John Howe’s attack on Spinoza’s teaching of divine simplicity indicates the Reformed
efforts to restate the compatibility of divine simplicity with divine attributes. Contrary to
some modern readings, it establishes the point that ‘simplicity’ as understood in the era of
Protestant Orthodoxy did not entail an absence of distinctions in the Godhead.
5 The strength of historical critical method is that it helped theology to discern the
inseparability of history from the nature of theology. The weakness of the method at least
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in the form originally espoused by Ernst Troeltsch is that it naively assumes that absolute
objectivity is achievable.
III Miscellaneous Propositions
1 Welcoming baptized children to the Lord’s Supper will nurture the conviction that
regardless of our age and ability, we grow in God’s grace as the People of God. It also
reinforces the conviction that the covenant people are saved and nurtured by sheer grace
of God.
2 Some of the character traits of best teachers described in Ken Bain’s What the Best
College Teachers Do have affinity with biblical teachings.
3 Toastmasters provides extra-curricular opportunities in seminary education for students
to grow in communication and leadership.
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